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Editorial ]

No, the splendid bouquet in the stylish vase embellishing the 
Commissioner of Prisons’ offi ce was not made in-house. The 
Commissioner volunteered the information to a question we 
did not openly ask. He obviously sensed that the compliment 

we offered as we walked into his offi ce was perhaps not innocent. Not that 
the Commissioner is not a fi erce advocate of rehabilitation and preparing 
the inmates to integrate the community and stay away from prison. So why 
85% of prisoners are almost doomed to go back? 

From the outside, things look very simple, as they usually do in theory: 
you teach inmates a skill, they practice it in prison, you provide counseling 
and when they come out of jail, they become useful members of society. 
Once inside, however, you come face to face with a harsh reality: most of 
the offenders end up in jail for drug-related problems. Drugs keep fl owing 
in perhaps more freely than outside and everyone knows how diffi cult it is 
to be weaned off drugs in a place where supply is plentiful. Where there are 
huge amounts of money involved, there is temptation as well as fear, and 
morality fl ies out the window.

The problems are compounded by the lack of space and resources. 
The prisoners are, therefore, put together almost irrespective of the type 
of crime they have committed. Some fi nd themselves in custody for the 
wrong reasons. Once they have left the “crime university” and have been 
hooked on drugs, they are fully qualifi ed to come again, this time for the 
right reasons. The problem the prison authorities have to juggle is a choice 
between security and rehabilitation. Let’s remember in all fairness how 
hard we came down on them when there was a jailbreak. And, for any re-
habilitation, you need to be able to trust the inmates with the appropriate 
tools to be used in any skill they may be taught. Considering the limited 
resources, to what extent can drug users and traffi ckers be trusted with 
potentially dangerous tools?   

Also, if drugs are our major problem, the fi ght against crime cannot 
be won in prison alone. It has to be fought on all fronts by all of us. There 
are drug addicts on our streets trying to support a Rs. 250-a-day habit 
through mugging, burglary, stealing or some more violent crime. There are 
unscrupulous and ruthless pushers in the vicinity of some school campuses 
trying to hook our children on drugs. We cannot fi ght the problem simply 
by putting everyone in jail at the cost of Rs 700 a prisoner a day! We either 
give up on our streets, our children and our peace, or we make the fi ght 
ours and reclaim our neighbourhoods, schools and families. 

First, we have to push for the Asset Recovery Act to be promulgated as 
soon as possible! What exactly are we waiting for? Depriving criminals of 
their ill-gotten money is a major step in the fi ght. But we, as a community, 
also need to do our homework and look for models that have worked in 
other countries. The “good” thing is that we are not the fi rst country to 
confront this problem. The bad news is that while citizens in other countries 
have taken up the fi ght through community-based programmes, we are 
spending an inordinate amount of energy trying to legislate people’s sexual 
behaviour and making sure that the state has a way into citizens’ bedrooms 
and a say in the way they derive sexual satisfaction. It is time we got our 
priorities right and decided on the kind of society we want to live in! 

weekly@lexpress.mu.

The ins and outs of prison

“75 to 80% 
of detainees 

have a 
drug-related 

problem”
by Touria PRAYAG
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Jean Bruneau

Liberalization 

The end of the 
beginning for cement

Bashir Khan

> pp. 34 - 35



Concert: 
Rahat 
Fateh Ali 
Khan
The famous Pakis-
tani singer Rahat Fateh Ali Khan 
will be in Mauritius this month for 
two concerts, held at the J & J Audi-
torium at 8pm on Friday 22nd and 
Saturday 23rd July. He will perform 
some of his best known romantic 
hits from Bollywood movies. The 
price of tickets varies from Rs 1000 
to Rs 2500. Call 941 2107 or 760 
9566 for reservations. 

Hansel et Gretel
Opera Mauritius is presenting 
the opera Hansel and Gretel at 
the Serge Constantin Theatre in 
Vacoas. The dates are: Tuesday 
26th, Friday 29th, Saturday 30th 
at 7pm and Sunday 31st at 3pm. 
Performers will include Katrin 
Caine, Joel Ramdoo and many 
others. Ticket prices range from Rs 
600 to Rs 250 and are available 

through Rezo 
Otayo. Call 
466 9999 for 
reservations. 

Hiking
Join in this challenging outing with 
Pat Loisirs, and discover part of the 
Moka mountain range, including 
the Pieter Both and Deux Ma-
melles mountains on Sunday 17th 
July. The six-kilometre trail will take 
you from St Pierre to La Laura Ma-
lenga, Pieter Both, Deux Mamelles 

and Ripailles. The climb will take 
six hours. Participation fees are 
set at Rs 250. For reservations, 
contact Pat Loisirs on 764 7192 
or by email on patloisirs@
intnet.mu by 
15th July. 
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Week at a glance ]

Trial of the press 
by the press

Thought 
for the Day]
“The richest person is 
not the one who has the 
most but the one who 
needs the 
least.”

Events ]
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At the end of last week, the 
local and international press 
were still publishing details on 
the Dominique Strauss Kahn 
(DSK) affair. Some sectors of 
the American and internatio-
nal press were however ma-
king their mea culpa. They had 
already found DSK guilty. 

And this week is ending 
with another press crisis: Ro-
bert Murdoch’s tabloid The 
News of the World has been 
accused of hacking into the mo-
bile phones of crime, abduction 
and bomb victims to listen to 
their conversations and read all 
the sms sent and received.

This prompted a special 
session of the British parliament 
on Thursday.

So press ethics and their 
role in a democratic society are 
once again the talk of the day.

Some British businesses - 
Virgin for one - have already 
retaliated by announcing that 
they will no longer advertise 
in that tabloid which has a 
daily circulation of three mil-
lion copies. But whatever hap-
pens to the British press after 
this crisis, a disturbing fact is 
looming ahead.

When the American press 
broke the news that charges 
against DSK could be dropped 
because the lady who made 
the allegations had lied in the 
past, the unconventional press 
which thrives on blogs and fa-
cebook pages jumped on the 
bandwagon. 

When the news broke that 
charges against DSK could be 
dropped, the Internet world  
had all the ingredients neces-
sary to fuel their conspiracy 
theory. Might is always right, 
or so they say, and only petty 
thieves are thrown in prison 

seems to be the main argu-
ment.

This brings us to our 
bleak local scene where crime 
abounds and where punish-
ment, according to the public, 
is too lenient and very often 
not meted out to culprits, but 
to scapegoats.

This perception might re-
turn in the Michaela Harte 

affair. According to reports of 
analyses carried out in Lon-
don, the DNA of the main 
suspects was not found in the 
hotel room where the crime 
took place. We are only at the 
preliminary stage, but this case 
might take unexpected twists, 
like the Vanessa Lagesse affair.

The Med Point saga is 
yet another case which can 
prompt the public to think that 
scapegoats pay for all-power-
ful culprits.

The Med Point affair has 
mobilised hundreds of lines 
in the press since the inter-
diction of Chief Government 
Valuer, Yodhun Bissessur.

Will the ICAC follow in 
the steps of Indian judges who 
have time and again brought 
to justice and condemned high 
ranking and corrupt govern-
ment ministers, the last one 
being the Indian minister 
for Communications?

If the ICAC does not yet 
have that degree of indepen-
dence, no one can claim that 
Mauritius is a democratic 
country where the separation 
of powers exists.

Raj JUGERNAUTH

IT’S that time of year 
again, when the National 
Audit report airs the dirty 
laundry, dodgy contracts 
and white elephants that 
haunt our ministries.  
Here’s a quick, and all too 
brief, look at this year’s 
fare. 

The Ministry of Health 
has not gained much by 
way of fi nancial acumen. 
According to the report, 
it overbid on Direct Di-
gital Mammography ma-
chines by Rs 9.5 million 
per unit. Also, out of 8 
automatic methadone dis-
pensing machines it got in 
2010, by March 2011, 5 of 
them were still lying idle. 
Good thing perhaps, since 
chances are the medicines 
they were supposed to dis-
pense were expired anyway. 
Or at least Rs. 3 million 
worth of cough medicine 
and Rs 685,000 worth of 
Timolol eye drops will ex-
pire before use. 

Reporting fi nancial ir-
regularities by e-mail won’t 
help either. The compute-
rization of the Ministry 
of Finance, which started 
since 1992, has fl oundered. 
So has the scanning of the 
archives at the Ministry of 
Arts and Culture, of which 
only 26% of them have 
been scanned so far. 

Not having an electro-
nic record is something 
for which the Ministry of 
Labour must be feeling re-
lief. Out of 1,800 planned 
workplace inspections for 
2010, only 775 were ac-
tually carried out. 

Not that transport 
was such a problem, 
with the Ministry of Tou-
rism’s spanking new RS. 
2.6 million Pajero. The 
purpose of the purchase 
was to visit hilly areas not 
accessible to cars. Instead 
of tromping around Tora 
Bora, however, the Report 
highlighted that “all site 
visits carried out, mainly 
to beaches, were easily ac-
cessible by a car and were 
not mountainous.”

Having private cars 
may be understandable 
given that the National 
Transport Authority is 
apparently in a fi nancial 
conundrum. It is still not 
able to fi nd RS. 6.8 million 
stolen from its offi ces. 

IAK

Audit Report:
Dirty Laundry

DSK at a court appearance in 
the days following his arrest.

I wonder whether the health 
inspectors who made their way 
to the MBC threatening to sue 
its Director, Dan Callikan, for 
having diffused a movie where 
a couple of actors were smoking, 
did not actually get the wrong 
number. Had the band split and 
gone into different parts of the 

island, particularly into night 
clubs and discotheques, they 
would have seen hundreds of 
teenagers smoking inside these 
institutions and threatening the 
health of everyone one there, 
workers included. Some of them 
are underage. And they are not 
acting! Had the respectable offi -

cers stopped for a drink at one 
of our laboutiques, they might 
have caught some unscrupulous 
shop keepers selling cigarettes 
to kids in uniform, no questions 
asked! Surely, in order of prio-
rity, that is much more serious, 
wouldn’t you say?   

T.P.

Dan, Dan, Dan! 

“Will the ICAC 
follow in the 

steps of Indian 
judges who have 
brought to justice 

high ranking 
government 
ministers?”

Yodhun Bissessur, interdicted 
for his alleged involvement in 
the MedPoint scandal.
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CELEBRATIONS for the 
235th Independence Day of 
the United States of America 
were organised by the U.S 
Embassy at Macarty House, 
Vacoas last Friday. The U.S 
Chargé d’Affaires, Troy Fi-
trell welcomed a number 
of dignitaries, including 
the President of the Repu-
blic, Sir Aneerood Jugnauth 
and Prime MinisterNavin 
Ramgoolam to join in a toast 

to mark the most important 
holiday in the United States. 

Why Independence Day, 
you ask? Simply because this 
is one thing the USA has in 
common with Mauritius – 

both countries were part of 
the British Empire, although 
our separation from it is far 
more recent. The USA’s Inde-
pendence Day is celebrated on 
4th July to coincide with the 

day, in 1776, when the thir-
teen American colonies, then 
at war with Great Britain, an-
nounced that they were no lon-
ger part of the British Empire, 
in a famous statement called 
the United States Declaration 
of Independence. The state-
ment was signed by the USA’s 
representatives - some of the 
most well-known being Ben-
jamin Franklin, Thomas Jef-
ferson and John Adams. July 
4th in the USA is commonly 
associated with fi reworks, pa-
rades, fairs, concerts, baseball 
games and a number of other 
activities typically part of the 
American culture. 

Today, the Declaration of 
Independence has become one 
of the most important symbols 
of the freedom and equality ad-
vocated by the USA, as sym-
bolical as the Statue of Liberty 
that adorned the Fourth of July 
cake at the reception! 

M.L
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“National Audit Offi ce is of 
the view that the justifi ca-
tion of the highly sensitive 

and highly confi dential 
nature of some issues is 
not plausible.” In other 

words, “More transparen-
cy, please, thank you!” 

“I am circulating.” 
Nicolas Von-Mally, refer-

ring to the appendix, mis-
sing Paul Bérenger’s joke, 
supported by the speaker, 

“I suggest he circulates 
the catch.”

 

Well Said ]

Silence is 
Golden ]

Pov's Take ]

Independence Day

235 years later

Above (left to right): Minister Xavier Luc Duval, President Sir Aneerood 
Jugnauth,Chargé d'Affaires Troy Fitrell and Prime Minister Navin Ramgoolam.
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Snapshot of the nation
The last population census 

accounted for a population of 
1,178,848 for the Republic of 
Mauritius (Rodrigues included). 
How has our population evolved, 
and who are the Mauritians of 
today? Since the start of the 
week, census offi cers have been 
touring the country in search 
of precious data about the edu-
cational, economic and social 
identity of the nation. 350,000 
households will be involved in 

the survey, which should initial-
ly have taken place in 2010, but 
was postponed because of the 
elections. The Central Statistics 
Offi ce, which is managing the 
whole process, hopes that the re-
sults will be ready by April 2012. 

The census is meant to help 
the government and institutions 
better plan for the country’s 
future by identifying the needs 
of the different segments of 
the population – one example 

is the use of such statistics to 
defi ne how much needs to be 
spent on education or social 
security benefi ts. Of course, 
there will be questions about 
the different family members 
education and employment, in 
an effort to identify skills shor-
tages and training needs for the 
job market. 

A couple of questions may 
strike you as odd, like the one 
about religion, which does not 

seem particularly relevant to fu-
ture planning, or the one about 
the language spoken by your fo-
refathers (if you were fortunate 
enough to meet them!). Anyhow, 
the census offi cers will be sure 
to pay you a visit in the coming 
days, for what the Central Statis-
tic Offi ce calls a “snapshot of the 
nation”. Be sure to be part of the 
family photo!

M.L

Lady Sarojini Jugnauth helps Kathryn 
Fitrell, wife of the Chargé d'Affaires, 
to cut the celebration cake.
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The 
corporation 

The way public fi nances are managed, it’s a 
miracle we can still scrape together enough 
cash to keep the lights on in Parliament. 
And I’m not even talking about  the audit 

report’s habitual hand-wringing about the large-scale 
dilapidation of public funds. Oh no, what truly brought 
my blood to the boil this week was the series of ar-
ticles in this newspaper on Insight Forensics’ exem-
plary review of the State Trading Corporation’s (STC) 
“activities”, an entity that has come to embody insti-
tutionalized graft and incompetence. The scale of the 
corporation’s misdemeanors is simply breathtaking. 
But here’s the really scary part: if these sordid details 
fail to rouse us from our stupor, then we are well and 
truly doomed.  

Contrarily to what the leader of the opposition recently 
declared, MedPoint is not the “scandal of the century”; 
that accolade belongs to the STC. To be sure, if it’s true that 
the clinic was indeed bought for twice its real price in the 
name of political expediency, then heads, no matter how 
well-connected, will have to roll. Whether the Independent 
Commission against Corruption (ICAC) has the gonads 
to do its job without fear or favour will remain a moot 
point until the contents of its long-awaited investigation 
are made public. Still, we live in hope, even if Hell may well 
have frozen over by then. 

The STC’s wrong-doings are several orders of ma-
gnitude graver however and not only in terms of the 
amounts of money involved. To begin with, its mal-
feasances are not limited to a one-off lapse in judgment. 
As Insights Forensics’s report clearly shows, the corpo-
ration has morphed into a cash trough for gluttonous 
political nominees and gleefully unscrupulous suppliers. 
It fails at everything it tries its clumsy hand at. Not that 
it seems to care. “The STC board does not seem to have 
been unduly concerned about the various decisions lea-
ding to the STC’s divergence from its mission as a regu-
lator,” says the document. This lack of remorse is proof 
of its pathological disregard for the very taxpayers it’s 
meant to protect.  

Second, no matter how extortionate the price paid 
for a tattered building, it remains just that, a building. 
The STC however deals in strategic commodities – pe-
troleum products and food – on which the country de-
pends for its survival. The fact that our supplies of these 
vital resources are secured via shady backroom dealings 
is absolutely scandalous. Not only does this opacity pro-
vide fertile ground for rampant corruption, but the fact 
that these decisions were reached with the best interests 
of a few, rather than the majority, in mind could grie-
vously undermine our ability to protect our energy and 
food security in the future. 

Finally, we now have hard proof of the STC’s craven 
departure from good governance, transparency and 
reason. Yet, not only do those who oversaw this fi asco re-
main untroubled; some of them even got a promotion. 
The former director-general left with the feeling of “a 
job well done” and a fat pension. The minister formerly 
responsible for the corporation has brought his unique 
brand of “management” to a new portfolio. And a poli-
tical nominee who called many of the shots at the STC 
now has a cushy job in the most exalted of circles. Med-
point, you say? It’s small beer; the STC’s where the real 
action is at.    

Left Field]
By Nicholas RAINER 

Media

Prison  
stories
On Wednesday 
night, the MBC 
will air Lavi Lazol, 
a documentary on 
life inside our 
prisons. It’ll 
defi nitely challenge 
the way the nation 
thinks about their 
occupants. 
Whatever you do, 
don’t miss it. 

MBC viewers are in for a 
treat. This coming Wednesday, 
the national broadcaster will air a 
fascinating documentary on the 
country’s prisons. Written and 
directed by Ritvik Neerbun, Lavi 
Lazol (Prison Life) will change 
the way we see our jails and, es-
pecially, their occupants. It’s made 
even timelier by the debate raging 
about the unacceptably high rate 
of recidivism and, by extension, 
the bankruptcy of the current ap-
proach to law and order. Most im-
portantly, it recounts the lives and 
stories of a group of people who 
are all too often dehumanized by 
society and the media. One thing 
is certain, Lavi Lazol will compel 
many Mauritians to reevaluate 
their lazy assumptions about our 
prison population and help ensure 
that they’re better informed when 

the time comes to make certain big 
decisions about our penal system.

It’s probably the fi rst time that 
a television crew has been given 
such extensive access to this noto-
riously hidden world. As a result, 
the viewer is able to enjoy privile-
ged footage of the different aspects 
of life behind bars: new arrivals, 
medical checkups, the prepara-
tion of meals, games of sira, vi-
siting hours and, most touchingly, 
scenes from the women’s prison 
where many inmates live with their 
young children. In one of these, a 
prisoner talks about her life with 
her daughter sitting on her knee. 
And, although jail might seem like 
an unwholesome environment 
for toddlers, it’s deemed, not en-
tirely wrongly, a more desirable 
option than separating them from 
their mothers. 

The women’s prison also holds 
many foreign inmates, most of 
whom are drug mules. The camera 
follows a South African detainee, 
Anneline, while she proudly gives a 
tour of her lodgings and introduces 
a few of her fellow detainees, like 
Big Mama. Asked if she’s picked 
up any Kreol in jail, she answers in 
the affi rmative. As if to prove her 
point, she continues, in Kreol: “If 
you can’t understand people how 
can you understand their ways, 
what’s in their heart?” A bit later, 
she explains why she’s decided not 
to let her situation get to her. “It’s 
my home and I have to make the 
best of a bad situation. The best is 
to learn to love to learn the place 
and the people in it.” 

A compatriot of hers, who’s 
serving a 25 year-sentence, is a 
little less sanguine. “It’s a long way 
to go,” she remarks dolefully. Na-
turally, none of this should defl ect 
from the gravity of their crimes, na-
mely attempting to smuggle highly 
dangerous drugs into the country, 
but when one sees them celebra-
ting Big Mama’s birthday, one 
is struck by the normalcy of the 
scene (incidentally, their favourite 
TV programme is Toolsi). 

Another interesting aspect of 
documentary is that many pri-
soners seem to understand why 

al-
nt. 
o-
us 
rs. 

hat 
ve 
a-
u-

oof 
t’s 

aid 
ng. 
pe-
de-

se 
gs 

ro-
act 
sts 
ie-
nd 

en 
nd 
re-
on. 
“a 
rly 
ue 
li-

TC 
d-

eal 

m
w
f
A
t
a
B
u
t
p
y
c
w
s
t
m
b
t
a

s
l
t
t
f
m
d
b
t
i
s
T

d
s



society demands that that they be 
incarcerated. A repeat offender 
explains the reasons behind his 
latest stint, a 12 year-sentence, in 
the Central Prison in Beau-Bas-
sin, an institution that was built in 
1887 and now houses over 1 200 
inmates: “I always liked having mo-
ney in my pocket,” he says almost 
apologetically. Tellingly, he feels the 
burden of his predicament most 
keenly when listening to people ex-
changing opinions on radio phone-
in programmes. For his part, an 
inmate of La Bastille in Phoenix, 
a Category 1 prison for detainees 
who have, for a variety of reasons, 
been placed in isolation, unders-
tands why the authorities no longer 
trust him since an escape attempt. 
“It’s on my record now,” he sighs. 
Yet, another detainee of the me-
dium-security Petit Verger prison 
details the unwritten code of prison 
life. Revealingly, their biggest fear 
isn’t having to spend years behind 
bars; it’s the way society will treat 
them once they’re released.  

The documentary is punctua-
ted by interviews of professionals 
and volunteers who work closely 
with the prisoners. There’s a ra-
ther stirring scene where Cadress 
Runghen, the social worker, sensi-
tizes a new inmate on how to avoid 
getting HIV/AIDS (30% of detai-

nees are HIV positive). Suzanne 
Peddington of the Detox Unit of 
Holloway Prison in London, Clive 
Toolsy, a retired schoolteacher and 
members of Kinouete, an NGO, all 
talk about the reasons why they’ve 
chosen to dedicate so much time 
and effort to those whom most of 
society has written off. Prison war-
dens also tell of the job, its chal-
lenges and rewards. 

Encouragingly, the fi lm places 
a heavy emphasis on rehabilita-
tion. Despite all the bad press the 
country’s penal institutions often 
receive, a lot of good work is being 
done in terms of helping inmates 
develop their skills and further 
their education. “The authorities 
are doing quite a bit in terms of fi -
ghting against illiteracy. We thought 
it was important to recognize and 
encourage these efforts,” says Ri-
tvik Neerbun.   

We also get to visit several in-
mates in their cells, which they’ve 
decorated with memories of home, 
photographs of loved ones, pain-
tings and sports trophies. We see 
one inmate who’s been in jail since 
1972 (he was 18 when he ente-
red), quietly reading the obituary 
of Prince Sahruddin Aga Khan in 
The Economist. Unsurprisingly, 
religion also plays an important 
part in the lives of many detainees 

and the camera shows, alterna-
tively, a priest, pandit and imam 
each preaching to the faithful. 

One of the documentary’s 
greatest strengths is the unobtrusi-
veness of the interviewers. Contra-
rily to certain fi lmmakers who like 
to put themselves at the center of 
the story, Ritvik and his team re-
main invisible during the hour-long 
programme. All the better to give a 
voice to the stars of the show: the 
detainees. As the writer/director 
explains, the documentary was al-
most killed in the water after a fi re 
ravaged the MBC headquarters in 
November 2009, destroying all his 
footage. “The initial plan was to 
create a fi ve-part mini-series, but 
the fi re put an end to that. We had 
to start again from scratch.” 

Despite the setback, the crew 
got back on the saddle and went 
on to record 15 hours of footage. 
Was it diffi cult to whittle it down to 
an hour? “It was complicated, but 
we wanted to tell their story.” Ri-
tvik found that the great majority of 
inmates were more than willing to 
talk to him (for obvious reasons, all 
the faces of prisoners are blurred). 
“In general, they were quite open. 
They understand that it’s a way 
for them to get a message across. 
We went in without any prejudice 
against them, but we did not forget 
that they had committed crimes.”

If there’s one reproach to be 
made against Lavi Lazol, it’s that it 
glosses over the darker side of pri-
son life: the lawns are well manicu-
red, interactions between prisoners 
are good-natured and the wardens 
happily go about their work. It’s 
common knowledge that drugs are 
routinely smuggled into jails, that 
the inmates don’t always get along 
like a house on fi re and that the 
guards aren’t always angels them-
selves. It would’ve been interesting 
to catch a glimpse of the seedier 
underbelly of this world (although 
one struggles to imagine the autho-
rities going along with such a bru-
tally frank depiction of prison life). 
This small foible notwithstanding, 
it’s also worth mentioning that the 

fi lm shows a different, more fl atte-
ring side of the MBC, one where 
the national broadcaster fulfi lls 
rather than eschews its duties as 
a public service. Hopefully, this 
documentary will convince its 
management to commission more 
similarly audacious and thought-
provoking work. 

Several recent episodes, such as 
the backlash against government’s 
stand on homosexuality at the 
United Nations, have shown that 
Mauritius is not as progressive a 
country as the international hype 
would like to have us believe. This 
conservativeness is often the result 
of a lack of information or straight-
forward misinformation, which is 
also why documentary journalism 
is so important. It can help dispel 
facile and destructive stereotypes. 
Lavi Lazol, for instance, shows the 
prisoners for what they are: people 
who, somewhere along the line, 
made a bad decision but who have 
the same needs and rights as all of 
us. That, in itself, should ensure that 
you’re sitting in front of your televi-
sion on Wednesday night.  

Lavi Lazol will be aired on 
MBC1 on Wednesday 13 July after 
the 19h30 news bulletin      

Nicholas RAINER 
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There’s more to life behind bars than meets the eye - one of the main ‘blocks’ in the Central Prison, Beau Bassin, built in 1887...

“Ritvik found that 
the great majority 
of inmates were 

more than willing 
to talk to him.”
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● Mr. Bruneau, you have been 
Commissioner for six months. 
Recently, statistics released 
by the University of Techno-
logy (UTM) revealed that 85% 
of prisoners come back here 
again. Are you shocked by the 
statistics? 

JB: Well, not really. I was already 
aware that the rate of recidivism was 
high. The UTM analysed and did 
their research and came up with a 
figure, which confirms my impres-
sions. Now that we have a viable 
figure, I think we must wake up to 
what is happening and find solutions. 

● Mr. Khan, what exactly does 
your position involve?

BK: The role of the board is to 
make sure that the prison is functio-
ning the way it is meant to be func-
tioning in terms of facilities, treatment 
of prisoners, human rights etc.

● Mr. Bruneau, don’t you 
have a similar board 

here? 
JB: Not really. 

There is a board, but it 
is not functioning right 
now, because mem-
bers have not been 
appointed, and from 
what I understand 
the role of the board 
is being reviewed 

to adapt it to 
current 

times.

BK: There is a significant dif-
ference between the English model 
and the Mauritian model as and 
when it was functioning here. It 
used to be called the Board of Visi-
tors, and it was chaired by a sitting 
magistrate. In the case of the UK, we 
have nothing to do with the judiciary. 
It is completely independent of the 
system. Here in Mauritius, if some 
prisoner wants to lodge a complaint 
and there is a sitting magistrate inves-
tigating thecase, how independent 
can the investigation be? 

● Mr. Khan, from your vantage 
point, how do you interpret the 
statistics released? 

BK: Well, I’d like to raise a word 
of caution on the interpretation of 
statistics. At any time, someone can 
extract administrative data or statis-
tics from prisons and come up with 
some incredible figures, like the 85% 
of reoffending. One has to be very 
careful. In all fairness to the gentle-
man who carried out the survey, he 
did say it is not comprehensive, it is 
just a start - so be careful in drawing 
conclusions etc. I would express the 
same words of prudence and caution 
when we compare and try to analyse 
the statistics. I am not shocked by 
these statistics, and neither are they 
a reflection on the performance and 
management of prisons. We have to 
be very careful, because journalists 
can be – I am not suggesting that you 
are – inclined to say “Oh, they are not 
doing anything.” 

● Let’s forget about interpre-
tations. Does the fi gure of 85% 
shock you compared to the fi -
gures in the UK? 

BK: Not really. 

● How do your fi gures compare 
with ours?

BK: Well you have to compare 
like with like. You can’t compare 
oranges with apples. 

● How are your criminals diffe-
rent from ours? 

BK: (Laughs) We have to com-
pare very meticulously. Let’s 

get the worst situation: 
Somebody who was in 

for murder, served his 
sentence, is released, 

and he gets into some other crime 
like stealing for example. Statistically, 
the prisoner has reoffended but it is 
not the same type of offence. 

● Mr Bruneau, in your expe-
rience, do criminals come back 
for the same crimes, or for com-
mitting other crimes? 

JB: There is a high rate of crime 
linked to drugs. 

● Is that your biggest problem? 
JB: Yes. If you analyse statis-

tics, 75 to 80% of detainees have 
a drug- related problem. They can 
be sentenced for drug offences, 
but they are either drug addicts or 
sell drugs to obtain their dose, or 
they commit other crimes to cater 
to their dependence on drugs. So 
drugs are a major factor. 

● And even if they return for 
another crime, the crime is 
mostly linked to drugs? 

JB: Mostly. 
BK: I totally agree with Mr. Bru-

neau. It is a fact the world over: drugs 
before you go to jail, drugs while in 
jail, and drugs after you leave jail. And 
that is absolutely accurate. We find 
people in the free society who have a 
drug problem and we don’t deal with 
them then. We arrest them, sentence 
them, put them in jail and then we 
expect Mr. Bruneau and his team to 
solve the problem!  

● How much will you pay for 
this defense, Mr. Bruneau? 

JB: (Laughs) He speaks out of 
experience. He is Mauritian, he has 
had exposure to the problems and he 
can make comparisons. 

● Are you saying that there is 
absolutely nothing you can do? 

JB: No, work is being done.

● And where are the results? 
JB: You know, we need to put 

things into context. The profile of 
the prison population has changed 
drastically with the problem of drugs. 
When drugs come within the four 
walls with all their evils, everything 
becomes more complicated. 

● Don’t drugs get in through 
your own guards? 

JB: They can get in through the 
guards but there is a wide range of 

other tricks. When there is mo-
tivation and there is money 

involved, tricks multiply. 
BK: It’s the same 

worldwide. There are 
some bad apples and 
when prisoners go out 
attending court, they 

may bring drugs back in. 

● And where does rehabi-
litation fi t in in all this?

JB: With the problem of 
drugs, we find ourselves with over 
population problems. We have 

had to put the emphasis on 

safety instead of putting it on rehabi-
litation and reinsertion. Safety means 
making sure that the prisoner does 
not escape, that there is no chaos etc. 

● Which you did not manage to 
do, because prisoners ran away 
in the biggest jailbreak ever!

JB:Yes, precisely because of 
overpopulation. To give you a figure, 
the average population is 2600 today. 
In December last, it was 2300. In six 
months, it has increased so much. 

● Does that mean crime is in-
creasing? 

JB: It’s a matter of interpretation. 
We could also say that justice is wor-
king and many sentences are being 
handed out and many delinquents 
are being arrested.

● Are you saying that some 
prison sentences are not neces-
sary? 

JB: Yes, but that’s another debate. 
What I see is that the prison popu-
lation is growing. At 2300 we were 
already overcrowded and being 
overpopulated disrupts our action 
plan. But that does not mean that we 
are going to sit with our arms cros-
sed. I welcome the statistics because 
they have created a debate and will 
hopefully lead us to ask some ques-
tions. Our officers see this and realise 
we need to look at our role. The go-
vernment also asks itself questions . 
Already, the minister of Justice has 
made a declaration about the Mo-
rality Certificate etc. The trauma of 
the jailbreak last year tells us that we 
must be very cautious. I would like 
to take my 2600 prisoners and get 
them to plant flowers in all the space 
we have. But we can’t go too fast. 
There is a whole process. If someone 
escapes, what will you say? Before 
putting detainees in classes, putting 
them through reinsertion, there are 
steps that need to be followed. If a 
detainee is going to learn a job and 
follow a class to learn tailoring, for 
example, you will have to equip him 
with scissors which could be used as 
dangerous weapons. All this slows 
the process down. But there is good 
will from the authorities and NGOs, 
and a desire to start this process of re-
habilitation again but it will take time. 
The statistics will improve.

BK: I would like to add some 
comments to the statistics issue. The 
British crime survey carried out du-
ring the Blair government showed 
that almost all categories of crimes 
had fallen. Yet, the prison population 
in the same period rose.  

● How do you explain that 
people are committing fewer 
crimes but they are going to 
prison more? 

BK: One way of looking at it is 
that you have a penal and judiciary 
policy that encourages imprison-
ment. That obviously will increase 
the prison population as Mr. Bru-
neau is saying. 

Jean Bruneau
“75 to 80% of detainees 
have a drug-related problem”

Today we have an 
interesting opportu-
nity to compare the  
situation in Mauritian 
prisons with that in 
the UK, as Jean 
Bruneau, Commis-
sioner of Prisons, and 
Bashir Khan, member 
of the Independent 
Monitoring Board of 
Her Majesty's Prison, 
Pentonville,England, 
answer our 
questions.
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● Does that mean the sentences 
are too harsh? 

BK: No. You are simply impri-
soning people that you shouldn’t be! 
I was shocked to hear a magistrate 
saying that they are sending many 
people to prison for not paying fines! 
For God’s sake, why?

● And these people, Mr Bru-
neau, mix  with everybody else, 
don’t they? They probably come 
in here for the wrong reasons 
and when they come back, it’s 
for the right reasons. 

JB: (Laughs) You are right! It’s a 
very valid point. Lack of accommo-
dation means that is exactly what 
happens. You know the Grand River 
North West Prison is a Remand Pri-
son, but even that is overpopulated. 
Where do you put the other priso-
ners on remand, which make up an 
important percentage? 

● Let me get this straight: 
someone who hasn’t paid a fi ne 
and someone who has allegedly 
killed someone are in the same 
place, aren’t they? 

JB: Same place, because space 
does not allow us to segregate.  

● Is it the same in the UK, Mr. 
Khan?

BK: No, it is not the same. Ca-
tegorization is very important for 
people who are remanded, therefore 
not yet convicted, but also for those 
who have been convicted. You can’t 
put all types of convicted prisoners 
in the same place! 

● How are they categorized in 
the UK? 

BK: Let me just give you a 
snapshot of how it is done. First you 
have the category of local prison 
which serves the local courts. When 
suspects are sentenced for a particu-
lar crime in the local court, they are 
sent to local prisons and they won’t 
be there for a very long time. By 
the time the prison takes reception 
of them, looks into their case and 
decides on   their category, they are 
transferred to their specific prison 
where they will be served their sen-
tence  for a time appropriate to their 
crime. 

● But in the meantime? 
BK: In the meantime, they are in 

the local prisons, but even there you 
have different wings. 

● Depending on the crime you 
are accused of? 

BK: Yes, exactly. I’ll give you an 
example. There is a wing called the 
Vulnerable Prisoners Unit, for pri-
soners who have committed sexual 
offences . If you put them among 
other types of prisoners, they can get 
beaten up. So these kinds of offen-
ders are in a particular wing. 

● What about those who do not 
pay their fi nes?

BK: The idea in the UK is to try 
and avoid sending people  to prison 
because it is very costly. Fines do not 
really carry a custodial sentence. 

● Over here, it would seem that 
we need more prisons?

BK: Yes, we need  two or pos-
sibly more prisons but we should 
not move away from the fact that 
crimes are problems created outside 
the prisons and that we should not 
be looking for the solutions inside 
the prisons. We should be tackling 
the social problems that start outside 
the prisons, in the community. 

JB: We are doing what we can 
in the prisons, but whatever needs 
to be done, needs to be done before 
imprisonment and after imprison-
ment as well. 

● OK, but you are saying a large 
number of offences are drug 
related. What can we do about 
that?

JB: We have a drug secretariat at 
the prison which was set up earlier 
and which we gave new life to with 
the help of offi cers, psychologists 
and peer educators who help  with 
rehabilitation. But the inmates fall 
back into drugs once released. The 
success rate is no higher than10%. 
Still, it’s better than nothing. But this 
kind of treatment can only apply to 
those who are convicted, because we 
don’t know how long the others  will 
be here. It could be three months or 
three years. We can’t work out a re-
habilitation plan with these people 
who actually make up 35% of our 
population.

● That’s a lot! Is it the same in 
the UK? 

BK: No, not at all. The fi gure 
is very low there. I think for wo-
men here, it is 43%. Someone 
told us, though we had no way of 
verifying it, that they have been 
awaiting trial for eight years! 

● Is that possible, Mr Bruneau? 
JB: Eight years would be a long 

time, but I know that in murder 
cases, it takes time. That’s why the 
government has come forward with 
the law on the preliminary inquiry. 

● Is that a good law according 
to you?

JB: It could activate the process, 
and anyway, the case will go through 
a court of law. 

But coming back to the re-
mand issue, it is not always a 
bad thing because people 
who know they have 
committed an offence 
and know that they 
will be convicted, 
could, if they were 
freed, commit many 
more  offences, and 
become a threat to 
society. There is a line to 
draw. You can’t say don’t 
keep people on remand. But it 

is fair to say that in this system, many 
people who are innocent may also 
be kept in. There are people who 
don’t have the means to defend 
themselves, and they don’t have the 
means to pay bail. 

● On a different note, it seems 
to me that sentences for sex 
crimes are amazingly light here. 
Last week, someone who raped 
his friend’s six-year-old daugh-
ter got away with two years in 
jail! Do you fi nd that normal? 

JB: No, it’s not a good signal, 
but when the magistrate gives his/
her verdict, there are many factors 
he takes into consideration. But 
there have been cases with high 
sentences. I am in favour of rehabi-
litation and giving a second chance. 
And in this sense, remission is im-
portant. How can you rehabilitate 
someone not to reoffend, encourage 
him to take courses, to behave well, 
etc, which is all part of the remission 
policy…

● Which doesn’t exist anymore? 
JB: Not for  drug offences and 

sex offenders. And, since most of 
our cases are drug related, then it 
does not apply to most cases. 

● And rehabilitation is not so-
mething we will see in the near 
future? 

JB: It has started. It will take 
time. But we’ve only spoken of one 
aspect. The other aspect is that the 
conditions created for rehabilita-
tion should not end at the prison 
gate. A prisoner may have gone to 
our rehabilitation centre and really 
given up drugs. But when he is 
released, his wife has left him, he 
has no job, and he has no morality 
certifi cate. What will he do? Seek 
refuge with a drug addict friend. 
And he relapses. 

BK: There is a distinction I 
want to make with regard to re-
habilitation programmes. Rehabi-
litation programmes here are  the 
responsibility of prison offi cers, by 
and large, and maybe a few NGOs. 
In the UK, prison offi cers don’t do 
any rehabilitation at all. Their main 
task is the custody of the prisoners, 
making sure they remain in pri-
son and that they are safe and 
there is no revolt. 

● Who is in charge of 

rehabilitation? 
BK: We recognize all those 

treatments, from drug rehabili-
tation to education - whether the 
prisoner has a gambling problem, a 
drug problem, domestic violence, or 
anger management - and all these 
psychological services. But there is 
no point in mobilizing offi cers who 
are under stress in terms of overpo-
pulation and saying “OK, now be 
a social worker”. No matter what 
training you give them, that’s not 
their function. So what the prisons 
in the UK do is contract out these 
services, so you fi nd an educational 
institution that will deliver those ser-
vices and have qualifi ed teachers to 
work in the prisons. So the prison 
does not have that headache. 

● What do you think of that Mr. 
Bruneau? 

JB: He is right, but among our 
staff we have people who have been 
trained to deliver courses. 

● Mr. Khan says that it’s not 
their vocation. Even if they are 
trained. Wouldn’t you like to 
have teachers and psychologists 
helping you with rehabilitation? 

JB: Ideally, it would be nice to 
have professionals. But I think that 
the prison warden is also a social 
worker though his main concern 
is that the prisoner does not run 
away, and that he behaves well. 
There were courses which worked 
when the prison population was 
lower. It’s harder now with the lack 
of space and resources. 

BK: When I say that the courses 
in the UK are delivered by profes-
sionals, that does not mean the 
human relationship has been cut 
off between the prison offi cer and 
the prisoner. The prison offi cer is 
not just about security; he also has 
a social role. 

Touria PRAYAG
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Bashir Khan
“You can’t put all types of 
convicted prisoners in the 
same place!” 



Cement is big news in 
Mauritius these days. 
Imports of the grey 
stuff increased from 

677,000 to 811,000 tons in the 
period 2005-2008, and with ma-
jor infrastructure projects in the 
pipeline, that fi gure looks set to 
rise even further. On the 7th of 
April 2011, the Executive Director 
of the Competition Commission 
of Mauritius (CCM) released a 
study of the cement market where 
it argued that the current system 
of imports and price controls was 
unsatisfactory. The system they 
were referring to was the arrange-
ment whereby the State Trading 
Corporation (STC) imported 
50% of the country’s cement and 
divided it equally between the two 
private corporations, Lafarge and 
Holcim, who also imported the 
remaining amount. Price controls 
and import controls, enforced by 
the state, meant that the quantity 
and price of the cement available 
to the consumer was regulated. 
The CCM argued for the liber-
alization of both prices as well as 
imports and for the STC to stop 
importing cement. If only imports 
were liberalized, while maintaining 
price controls, it would, according 
to the CCM, leave companies with 
“little incentive to compete for one 
another’s customers.”  Liberalizing 
price controls while keeping import 
controls would, on the other hand, 
not do either as it would “restrict 
supply, thus driving up prices, or 
at least preserve importers’ market 
shares, insulating them to some ex-
tent from competition” 

A day later, on the 8th of April 

2011, the government decided to 
give the CCM all its Christmases 
in one go and liberalize import and 
prices of cement and get the STC 
out of the cement business start-
ing from July 2011. Contacted by 
l’express Weekly, Sean Ennis, Ex-
ecutive Director of the CCM, hails 
this as a “good and solid initiative 
by the government because it will 
give operators the incentive to 
serve as active rivals by giving cus-
tomers the best choices and deals.”  

History of the 
Cement Sector

Megh Pillay, Director General 
of the STC comments that it is “a 
good step and something that the 
STC itself was advising the gov-
ernment to do since the STC felt 
that it was no longer playing a use-
ful role in this regard.” Suttyhudeo 
Tengur, President of the Associa-
tion for the Protection of the Envi-
ronment and Consumers (APEC) 
enunciates further, “the country 
will gain on many fronts including 
lower prices for the consumer, a 
strengthening of the industrial base 
through diversifi cation and consol-
idation of the economic structure, 
earning foreign exchange rather 
than spending foreign exchange, 
job creation and a ripple effect on 
the rest of the economy.” 

Part of the hesitation regard-

ing liberalization can be explained 
by the circumstances in which 
the STC came to import cement.  
From 1957, cement imports were 
carried out just by one company, 
the predecessor to today’s Lafarge. 
In 1984, the STC was asked to 
import cement because the mo-
nopoly was perceived, according 
to Pillay, as “not being fair in terms 
of pricing, towards consumers…
when cement prices fell worldwide, 
it was not accompanied by a simi-
lar drop in prices for the Mauritian 
consumer.” The entry in 2000 of 
another company, Holcim, did not 
ease fears much and the STC was 
asked to retain its role of importer, 
as Jayen Chellum, President of the 
Association des Consomateurs de 
l’Ile Maurice’ (ACIM) tells us, “the 
Mauritian Market has the charac-
teristic of a small market domina-
ted by monopolies which can easily 
lead to a cartel situation.” Now the 
purported entry of foreign compa-
nies such as Binani Cement Ltd., 
Oriental Group and the Mauritius 
Chemical and Fertilizers Industry 
(MCFI) should allay those fears, 
it is argued. “In any case,” Pillay 
adds, “we forget that the CCM is 
in place now to prevent this kind 
of abuse.” 

Fears that liberalization would 
lead be done to the detriment of 
the consumer may rest more on 
a picture of what consumer ad-
vocates wanted the STC to be, 

rather than what it actually did. 
The way it operated was not ne-
cessarily in the interests of the 
consumers. Take for instance, the 
STC dividing the cement equally 
amongst Lafarge and Holcim. 
Both had different storage capa-
cities, with Holcim at 60,000 tons 
and Lafarge at 35,000 tons. La-
farge controlled 55-60% of the ce-
ment market and Holcim 40-45%, 
with only Holcim having on-shore 
facilities to unload cement at the 
port; the STC has no such faci-
lities. This meant that the STC, 
as Pillay explains, “was forced to 
import cement on smaller vessels” 
for quantities that both companies 
could handle, meaning more trips, 
“which raised freight costs which 
ultimately were passed onto 
the consumer.”

Import controls meant that on-
ly one all-purpose grade of cement 
was allowed into the country. Fixed 
retail prices meant that companies 
could not import higher quality 
varieties without eating into their 
profi t margins. Nor could cheaper 
varieties be imported due to the 
controls. “We were in a way stifl ing 
the market,” Pillay observes. “We 
were importing only one grade of 
cement which is good for beams 
and columns, but not as good for 
fl ooring or construction etc. Pro-
posals to blend concrete with local 
by products such as coal-ash and 
fl y-ash could not be entertained, 
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 If you constructed 
a house in the past 
twenty years, chances 
are the cement used 
was imported by the 
State Trading Corpo-
ration (STC). Since 
the beginning of July 
this year, this will no 
longer be the case. 
With the liberaliza-
tion of the import of 
cement, presumably, 
consumers will be 
the ultimate benefi -
ciaries. On the other 
hand, consumer 
advocates are 
warning of potential 
pitfalls. So who has 
got it right? 

The liberalization of the cement industry

The end of the beginn

Other competitors have yet to arrive…

Port facilities must be made available to all competitors, otherwise new importers will not stand a 
chance in the market. 



despite their benefi ts and econo-
my, because import controls were 
a stumbling block.” 

Even in terms of pricing, the 
STC offered scant protection. 
“The STC,” Pillay insists, “could 
only refl ect global cement prices. 
If they go up, how could the 
STC stop that?” Set retail prices 
were generally agreed on by both 
companies, but if global prices 
increased, importers could not be 
expected to import cement to sell it 
at a loss. In reality, their occasional 
requests for raising cement prices 
were approved anyway. 

Ennis, raises another point: 
“Currently, there is often a sig-
nifi cant lag to price declines in 
Mauritius due to the regulation of 
prices.” The global economic crisis 
and the resulting slowdown in the 
construction industry means that 
falls in global cement prices, and 
even price variations within a single 
year is very often not refl ected soon 
enough in Mauritian prices. 

Premature 
liberalization? 

The fact that liberalization was 
overdue is a no-brainer. That’s as-
suming of course a competitive 
playing fi eld. But like most mi-
racle cures, it comes with its own 
caveats. For Chellum “the condi-
tions in which liberalization took 
place are not optimal”. By ‘opti-
mal’, he means that, at present, 
there are still only two private 
companies. Ennis concedes that 
“the CCM would have preferred 
to see other operators present and 
actively importing before liberal-
izing prices…despite new opera-
tors announcing their intentions 

to start operations, they are not 
here yet and there is no guaran-
tee that they will arrive. Until the 
new operators arrive, there will 
be only the two historical op-
erators.” Notwithstanding Binani 
cement’s grandstanding in the 
press, it still has to get clearance 
to operate. Even when, or if, new 
operators arrive, the consumer is 
not out of the woods. As Ennis 
points out that “although “having 
more producers makes it more 
diffi cult to form a stable cartel,  
internationally, cartels have devel-
oped in the cement industry with 
disturbing frequency.” 

Nor are lower prices guaran-
teed. The CCM in its document, 
Advice of the Commission to the 
Minister of Business, Enterprise, 
Commerce and Consumer Pro-

tection, dated 1st July 2011 urges 
the monitoring of the behaviour 
of the two companies since leav-
ing them “to their own devices 
might result in higher prices for 
the consumer.” A valid concern, 
particularly in view of the fact that 
only one, Holcim, has promised 
not to raise prices for the rest of the 
year, while Lafarge has given no 
such commitment. 

The other problem regards 
facilities at the port, an important 
point because other companies 
will only be able to compete if they 
have space for silos to store their 
imports. As the CCM’s advice 
document puts it, “if there is not 
physical space for these facilities, 
does this not defeat the object of 
liberalizing the market?” A valid 
concern given that only Holcim 
has onshore unloading facilities. 

The STC and Government 
seem to be in more of a rush to 
wash its hands off cement than the 
CCM. For its part, the CCM still 
envisages a role for the much-ma-
ligned parastatal: “The STC has 
an essential role as a backstop if 
market power is exercised because 
it can then re-enter the market and 
purchase cement.”

In other words, just in case the 
hasty way the liberalization took 
place proves to be counter-pro-
ductive. For that we’ll just have to 
wait and see. 

 Iqbal Ahmed KHAN
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Soodhun’s 
legacy

High-Heeled]

Inever thought I’d say this but we need to thank 
Showkatally Soodhun for the immense service 
he has rendered us all by ordering a forensic 
report to asses whether there have been frau-

dulent activities these past few years at the STC.
Obviously Soodhun had his own malicious rea-

sons for ordering such a report- all is fair in love and 
war, they say!

But had the MSM not had bones to pick with their 
ill-loved partner, we would never have known to what 
extent those we pay to run the country on our behalf 
actually take us for cretins. 

If you’ve missed the series of articles l’expres 
has published since Tuesday, I strongly recom-
mend them to you. You will fi nd in the Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday editions of l’express, 
articles on the rip-off that the STCM was and 
on the deal the STC did with Betamax and 
with Mangalore.

 Make it your patriotic duty to read them.
If you’ve got a little more time on your hands, do 

yourself a favour and take a look at the draft report 
of Insight; you should fi nd it on lexpress.mu.

It has become primordial that you are made 
aware of the report, you see, because government 
will do its utmost to bury it now that Soodhun is out 
of the way and Megh Pillay’s hands are tied- if he 
wants to keep his job at the STC, that is. 

The deal with Betamax was initiated when Ra-
jesh Jeetah was the minister responsible for Com-
merce. A mockery was made of the tendering 
procedure and Jeetah gave his brother-in-law the 
chance to become a tanker owner. Then the STC 
was made to enter into a deal with Betamax whe-
reby the STC guarantees that it will use Betamax’s 
purpose built-tanker for the next fi fteen years. In 15 
years’ time, Betamax will have recovered its initial 
investment and made a handsome profi t. Alright 
for some, isn’t it? The deal was done behind the 
back of the State Law Offi ce, which was of the opi-
nion that the STC’s interests weren’t protected by 
the deal. 

Jeetah had yet another wonderful idea; to create 
a private company called STCM, which would be a 
subsidiary of the STC.  In truth, the STCM staffed 
by Jeetah’s most trusted friends, sought to engage 
into obscure businesses whose only aim seemed to 
have been to squander STC’s funds, even though ini-
tially the STCM was meant to be an independent 
entity from the STC. (Incidentally, Insight thinks the 
reason STCM was created was to circumvent pro-
curement procedures.) The STCM was wound up by 
Soodhun last year after having made losses of about 
Rs 40 million.   

The Mangalore deal makes yet more fascinating 
reading. The Mauritian government (somebody in 
government at any rate) decided for reasons best 
known to themselves that the STC should buy all 
its petroleum products from an Indian compa-
ny. The deal was made at government level. And 
so enter Mangalore. Mangalore, a company that 
has been taking the Mauritian taxpayer for a ride 
since 2006. 

Shocking? Go on, be a patriot and go read what 
your government thinks of you.

ning
By Deepa BHOOKHUN

The Lafarge storage silos at the Port Louis harbour.

Until July, the State Trading Corporation imported half the cement in 
Mauritius which it divided equally between two private companies.
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A delegation from the prestigious Brown 
University, USA will be in Mauritius in 
July this year to encourage our students 
to broaden their horizons. Thousands of 
Mauritians already travel abroad each year 
for tertiary studies. We take a look at local 
perceptions and trends amongst 
local students. 

IF you were a Mauritian 
school leaver planning your 
studies abroad, would you be 
dreaming of a prestigious Ivy 
League university? Chances are 
that like many, you would be dis-
couraged by cost, distance, and 
the perception that you could 
never join a US university. Nir-
van Veerasamy, managing di-
rector of Veling, a company in 
the business of aircraft sales and 
leasing, feels that the notion to as-
pire must be inculcated in every 
student. As part of its corporate 
social responsibility work, Veling 
is therefore sponsoring the visit 
of a delegation from Brown Uni-
versity, from 19th to 23rd July this 

year. A visit from representatives 
of an Ivy League university is not 
a frequent occurrence in Mau-
ritius. The aim is to encourage 
more Mauritian students to apply 
to US universities, irrespective of 
their fi nancial situation. During 
their stay, the delegation will  
give talks to students, parents, 
teachers, student counsellors 
and government representa-
tives on the USA university 
system, the fi nancial aid offe-
red to students and the rea-
sons why Mauritian students 
should dare to dream. 

According to fi gures com-
piled by the Tertiary Education 
Commission in 2009, while 
10,939 students pursued ter-
tiary studies abroad, only 170 
chose the USA. The term Ivy 
League may not be familiar to 
many Mauritian students and 
parents. It comprises eight pres-
tigious US universities, grouped 
according to their high academic 
standards, competitive intake, 
and their link to American foot-
ball. The Ivy League universities 
are: Brown University, Colum-

bia University, Cornell Univer-
sity, Dartmouth College, Yale 
University, Harvard University, 
Princeton University and Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. They are 
also among the countries oldest 
institutions, most of them having 
been set up during the USA’s 
colonial period. Of course, stu-
dents do not need to bank ex-
clusively on the eight Ivy League 
institutions. As Nirvan Veerasamy 
says,“ Brown has very limited 
intake for foreign students, and 
entry is extremely competitive. 
Barely 7-8% non-Americans 
can get in.”

Does this scare Mauritian 
students? Rachel, a school leaver 
who has chosen France for her 
tertiary studies, admits that the 
USA does seem out of reach. The 
biggest dissuasive factor is usually 
the cost, but it is also about per-
ception. “The USA is so far away, 
and it seems quite scary,” she 
admits. While neighbouring Ca-
nada was initially among her top 
options, the choice boiled down 
to availability of the course, cost, 
proximity and the fact that she 

has relatives in France. “Europe 
was always a fi rst choice for me 
and my friends," she explains, 
adding that Australia was also 
high on the list. A quick look at 
the TEC’s statistics shows that 
in 2009, the destinations favou-
red by Mauritian students were 
Australia (4639 students) and the 
UK (3045 students), while the 
USA comes in far behind, after 
countries like France, India and 
China. The US system is also un-
familiar to the average Mauritian 
student. Yet, there are thousands of 
colleges, universities and institutes 

Tertiary education 

Playing in the big league

About the money
A look at undergraduate fees in Australia and the UK shows 
that they are both very expensive options. According to the 
Education UK website, run by the British Council, the ave-
rage tuition fees per year for an undergraduate student in 
the UK are as follows: arts courses: £7,000 to £9,000 (Rs 315 
531 – Rs 405 682), science courses:  £7,500 to £22,000 (Rs 338 
069 – Rs 991 669) and clinical courses: £10,000 to £25,000 
(Rs 450 758 – Rs 1.13 million). In Australia, according to the 
Study Australia government website, a Bachelor’s degree 
costs an average of A$14,000 to 35,000 a year (Rs 420,000 
– Rs 1.05 million). And according to Education USA, the 
average annual cost of tertiary studies is as follows: two-
year, public community colleges: $2,713 (roughly Rs 77,000), 
four-year, public institutions: $19,595 (Rs 550,000), four-
year, private institutions: $27,293 (Rs 765,560). The fi gures 
only refl ect tuition fees. Add accommodation, food, books, 
health insurance and transportation, and you’ve got a much 
higher fi gure.

A leafy campus and a well-stocked library - some of the attributes of a top university.

“The key to 
admission is 

understanding 
the American 
system, and 
submitting 

a strong 
application.”



throughout the USA. Colleges are 
generally smaller and usually offer 
only undergraduate degrees, while 
a university also offers postgra-
duate degrees. An institute usually 
specialises in degree programmes 
in a specifi c subject area, such as 
institutes of technology, fashion or 
art and design.

Nirvan Veerasamy hopes 
the visit of the delegation will 
highlight the fact that fi nancial 
aid is available from US universi-
ties if students would only take a 
chance and make an application. 
According to a recent report by 
NAFSA, the Association of Inter-
national Educators, over 670,000 
international students studying in 
the US in 2009- 2010 received 
$7.223 billion in fi nancial aid. 
Scholarships are awarded on 
the basis of academic merit, but 
also on the basis of special talents 
such as sports and arts. The US 
tertiary education system is also 

well known for its endowment 
system, which is unique to the 
country. Nirven Veerasamy ex-
plains, “The USA has an alumni 
system, and alumni make contri-
butions to their universities, as a 
way of giving something back. 
This separate fund can be used 
to fi nance students.” The key to 

admission is understanding 
the American system, 

and submitting a 
strong applica-

tion. “Students 
need to learn 
about buil-
ding a good 
por tfol io 
for them-
selves as 
applicants, 
about sit-
ting for the 

Scholastic 
Aptitude Test 

(SATs) and 
the other crite-

ria,” adds Nirvan 
Veerasamy.Such infor-

mation, which will  be avai-
lable for students during the 
delegation’s visit. 

Zainab is one of the stu-
dents who always dreamed 
of studying in the USA, and 
she was fi nally successful af-
ter obtaining a scholarship to 
complete her Masters at the 
University of Pennsylvania 
– another Ivy League institu-
tion. She chose the USA pre-
cisely because it opens doors to 
many non-academic ventures. 
“There is a lot more fi eld work 
involved and over there, edu-
cation also means personal de-
velopment.” She was confi dent 
that she had what it took to get 
a scholarship, and her efforts 
proved her right. “I didn’t he-
sitate to keep looking for scho-
larships for the USA, since I 
actually found more of them 
available in comparison to 
many other countries.” Nir-
van Veerasamy hopes that the 
visit from Brown will give this 
kind of impetus to students to 
apply to US universities. “The 
problem is simple,” he says. 
“You cannot make your dream 
come true unless you have 
a dream.....”

Melissa LOUIS
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The New 
Religion

Reality check]

As Mauritius grapples 
with a way to emerge from its economic miasma, the 
representatives of fi nance, the Mauritius Employers 
Federation (MEF), Board of Investment (BOI) and 

Price Water House Coopers (PWC) came last week with a 
host of proposals, straight out of the IMF playbook, to rescue 
us. Amongst the suggestions were privatizing Water and the 
National Transport Corporation and a lighter tax policy. An 
economic canon tested in practice one would assume…except 
that it’s not. Here, we can make a few observations concerning 
that particular dogma.

From the period 1960-1980, most economies were cha-
racterized by protectionist measures, with the third world 
embarking, to varying degrees, upon an import substitution 
strategy to encourage local industry. Policies by the way, on 
which the prosperity of countries like the United States, Ja-
pan and Taiwan, were built. From 1980 onwards, this changed 
with economies thrown open, and thousands of state-owned 
enterprises in Africa, Asia and Latin America handed over to 
the private sector. The prosperity that Market fundamentalism 
was supposed to bring never materialized. 

The World Bank in 1999 estimated that there were 100 mil-
lion more poor people than a decade previously. The United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization in 1998 sounded 
the siren when it said that widening income inequality and ri-
sing poverty was undoing the steady progress of the previous 
two decades in reducing chronic hunger worldwide. It wasn’t 
that food was scarce, as much as the fact that people could not 
afford it. Developing economies are, in fact, not developing at 
all. Nowhere is this more evident than in Asia, where in India 
half of all children are malnourished, or in Bangladesh where 
just half of all men and one fourth of women can read and 
write, fuelling popular resentment against governments there. 
Even in the den of Thatcherism, the U.K, privatizations are less 
popular; in 1983 43% of the people wanted more privatization, 
by 2002 this had dwindled to 19%. Now it’s even less. 

Economic orthodoxy, however, assumes that this is a neces-
sary evil. Establishment giants such as Simon Kuznets argued 
that the rise in growth rates would, in time, check these dispa-
rities: hence the fetish for growth percentages. 

The only trouble is that even this growth was not delive-
red. A comprehensive study by Mark Weisbrot, Dean Baker 
and Egor Kraev titled ‘The Scorecard on Globalization 1980-
2000’ found that, compared to the earlier 1960-1980 period, 
countries at all income and GDP levels actually experienced 
much slower growth rates. The United Nations Develop-
ment Report in 1999 substantiated this when it said that, 
“Since 1980, economic decline or stagnation has affected 100 
countries, reducing the incomes of 1.6 billion people. For 70 
of these countries, average incomes are less in the mid 1990s 
than in 1980, and in 43, less than in 1970.” For these countries 
to miss out on the growth opportunities of the kind that were 
available in the previous two decades means that many mil-
lions of people who could have escaped a lifetime of poverty 
were unable to do so. 

This is what partly fuelled the Latin American anti-neo-
liberal revolt, the ‘Arab spring’ and the resistance to the 
‘third-worldization’ of Europe, many of whose economies now 
resemble their third world counterparts with high unemploy-
ment levels and public debt. 

The burden of proof is fi rmly on those who advocate neo-
liberalism to demonstrate its success. Can we fi nally stop 
treating neoliberalism like a new religion? It would be bet-
ter to treat their high-priests as chaps who know which side 
their bread is buttered. 

UK students turn to Ivy League
An interesting trend has emerged in the UK.  Even UK 
students are increasingly turning to universities in the 
United States, due to growing competition for places on 
British degree courses. According to an article published 
in The Telegraph last month, Harvard University, 
ranked second in the world after Cambridge  (U.K.), has 
seen the number of applications from Britain rise by 
more than a third in just 12 months. Other Ivy League 
institutions, including Yale, Columbia and Cornell, have 
also reported an increase in demand. The cap on places 
for home students at English universities – coupled with 
the prospect of £9,000 fees as from next year – is fuelling 
the rise. The news came just a week after one of Europe’s 
leading universities – Maastricht in the Netherlands, 
reported a 10-fold rise in the number of applications from 
Britain. Some 400 people have applied so far this year 
compared with just 35 in 2010.

Mauritian students looking for information on studies abroad at  a 
locally organised education fair.

Iqbal Ahmed KHAN
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IF you are interested in 
“doing politics”, let me guide 
you through an easy simple way 
to attain your objective. 

● Warning:
First, be warned: if you are 

an idealist, please abstain. Poli-
tics is no place for dreamers, for 
visionaries who want to change 
things, for shakers and movers 
or, still less, for those who believe 
that their efforts will contribute to 
making this world a better place.

● Benefi ts :
As preface, allow me to out-

line the huge benefi ts you can 
(and certainly will) derive from 
this lucrative activity. The power 
of a politician who is elected or is 
co-opted an MP is unbelievable 
because MPs have the power to 
rule over the whole Republic, 
including its dependencies and 
its seas, to determine the future 
of the nation, to defi ne what is 
right and what is wrong and 
dictate the morals of the people 
to make and change laws to suit 
their own purposes, to grant 
juicy contracts and permits (like 
banking permits), to squeeze 
money from the people through 
various taxes and spend and di-
lapidate it (like purchasing over-
priced clinics) as they wish. The 
possibilities are limitless! 

If you would like to wield 
such powers (responsibilities 
are not important and can be 
ignored) and would like to rub 
shoulders with the Greats of this 
world, then politics is for you.

● The typical politician :
The typical Member of Par-

liament is somebody inaccessible 
(to his constituents), ineffectual, 

selfi sh, ruthlessly over-ambi-
tious, conceited and always on 
the make. There is no need for 
him to have any qualifi cation or 
even be educated (in fact, poli-
tics is one of the rare jobs where 
these are not required). If you 
possess these laudable qualities 
and are not insane or bankrupt, 
then don’t wait : join in !

● Joining a party :
Your next step is to get enrol-

led as a member of a party. As, 
no doubt , you want to become a 
big league choose from the 4 pre-
mier league teams: the PT , the 
MMM , the MSM or the PMSD. 
You don’t have to worry about 
ideals or ideologies, as none of 
these parties has any. Nor do you 
have to ponder about complicated 

issues of conscience, philosophy 
or confl icting views; such issues -- 
at one time dear and precious gui-
ding forces of these parties -- are 
now long dead and buried. Politics 
today is no longer about compe-
ting ideologies and principles but 
about competing for power.  All 
that is required is to accurately 
predict which one of these par-
ties is likely to be in power after 
the next general election -- and 
just hop in! However, if your pre-
dictive ability is not so acute, do 
not worry : whichever team you 
have embraced will undoubtedly 
have a good chance of forming 
part of the winning “alliance” 

 If you are poor or only mo-
derately well-off, join the regio-
nal cellule of your chosen party 
and proceed to making yourself 

noticed through colle l’affi che, 
helping to organize réunions pri-
vées and meetings taking care to 
be always in the forefront and be 
noticed by the leader and other 
big brass of the party; cheer the 
loudest when the leader appears 
or, better still, let your shoulders 
support the fl eshy part of the 
leader’s anatomy up to the caisse 
savon. From there to the Regio-
nal Committee and thence to 
the Central Committee and, still 
further, to the Candidate List 
will not be that diffi cult provided 
you never forget the golden rule: 
EVERYTHING is fair in politics. 

If, on the other hand, you are 
rich, money will pave a smooth 
short-cut direct to the leader and 
his Candidate List.

Over and above this, the best 
way is to become leader of one of 
those pseudo socio-cultural orga-
nizations pretending to represent 
such and such a community or 
castes or one of those mushroo-
ming ONGs pretending to fi ght 
for such and such a cause. This 
will automatically guarantee you a 
candidate-ticket. And, irrespective 
of how mediocre you are, and if 
you are lucky to be one of the few 
elected (or best loser) of your caste/
community/religion, you will de 
facto win a ministerial seat. As an 
MP, you will very soon learn ano-
ther unwritten but sacro-saint rule 
governing our parliament: the quo-
ta-system based solely on religious/
communal/casteist considerations. 

Now that you are an MP, you 
no longer need my guidance to 
use and abuse the extraordinary 
power you have acquired. You 
will take to it as automatically as 
a duck to water .  

 
Jagdish SEEBARUTH
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How to become an MP

A political guide

“The best way 
is to become 

leader of one of 
those pseudo 
socio-cultural 
organizations 
pretending to 
represent such 

and such a 
community.”

DO YOU REMEMBER: 
“The pen is mightier than the 
sword”? This indicates that the 
source of power has kept chan-
ging through history. In today’s 
world there are three types of 
power: military, political, and 
economic. For quite a while 
now, we have witnessed Military 
Might. Then silently, Political 
Power has shown its muscles. 
Presently, we are witnessing 
the effectiveness of Economic 
Power. It is more widely accep-
ted that “economic power will 
be the determinant of success 

in global politics.” A number of 
pundits are predicting that “geo-
economics” will be the predo-
minant “holy grail” for all those 
interested in global might.

Ultimate form 
of power

The famous “Quand La 
Chine s’éveillera” (When 
China rises) already indicated 
that power has a new source: 
money. The source of power is 
more important than the type 
of power. The USA has had a 

fl ourishing economy for years. 
This has allowed them to invest 
heavily to become a military su-
perpower. Japan also followed 
this route. And today, China 
seems to be interested in the 
balance of global power. Yet, it 
would seem that military power 
is the ultimate form of power 
in world politics and this can 
be achieved only with a thri-
ving economy. The equation is 
simple: “No economic power 
is equal to no military power.” 
Only those countries that have 
had thriving economies have 

been able to invest in building 
military power.

Military power though will 
remain a vital source of power. 
However, one should not un-
der-estimate economic power. 
No one can deny that econo-
mic resources are increasingly 
important. Truth is, where we 
stand today, military power and 
economics are inextricable. In 
the words of the late British his-
torian, A.J.P.Taylor, “No matter 
what political reasons are given 
for war, the underlying reason is 
always economic.”

Military, political or economic power?

by Ivnez



LAST WEEK self-mutilation 
carried out by several students of a 
primary school grabbed the head-
lines. Some pointed to a potential 
connection to self-harm activities 
performed by Marilyn Manson 
on stage in front of ‘impressionable 
teenagers’ but failed to remind the 
readers of Manson’s answer to his 
fans mutilating themselves: “I never 
said be like me. I say be like you and 
make a difference”. It is important to 
remember that it is never reasonably 
justifiable in a democratic society that 
certain kinds of information should 
be banned to protect children from 
harm. As John Stuart Mill declared, 
over 150 years ago, “There ought to 
exist the fullest liberty of professing 
and discussing, as a matter of ethical 
conviction, any doctrine, however 
immoral it might be considered.” 

Section 12 of the Mauritian 
Constitution grants to all citizens 
the right of freedom of expression 
which is defined and delimited, 
inter alia, as holding opinions and  
receiving and imparting ideas and 
information without interference. If 
and when government prohibits the 
dissemination of the performances 

of Manson or Manson-related ac-
tivities within the territory, for ex-
ample, it will be the right of freedom 
of expression that will be violated. 
Furthermore, since Section 3 and 
16 of the Constitution grant a right 
of equality (although qualified) and 
since tertiary-level students should 
have no more constitutional protec-
tion than primary students do, then 
child censoring violates the constitu-
tional right of freedom of expression 
of its audience. 

It can be plausibly derived from 
Section 12 that “every person must 
be his own watchman for truth” for 
the founding fathers of the Mauri-
tian Constitution would never have 
given the custody of public opinion 
to “any government to separate the 
true from the false for us” (Justice 
Jackson in Thomas v. Collins 323 
U.S. 516 [1945]). Therefore, govern-
ment needs to refrain from acting on 
the basis of their own assessment of 
Manson-related speeches or expres-
sions and their veracity or worth in 
general. It is fundamental to remem-
ber that the banning of the dissemi-
nation of such ‘expressive’ activities 
is a crucial setback to democracy. 

Is there really a compelling govern-
ment interest to protect the physi-
cal and psychological well-being of 
minors by shielding them from such 
contents? It is central to remember 
that custody, care, and nurture of 
the child reside first with the parents. 
Finally, the prohibition of Manson-
related speech or expression does not 
eradicate self-mutilation. Incidentally, 
it might have the reverse effect. 

Yet, a right to freedom of ex-
pression in a democratic political 
system is contradictory to the extent 
that democratically-enacted regula-
tions are supposed to be eliminated 
on behalf of democracy when they 
contravene the right to freedom of 
expression, as indicated by Fred-
erick F. Schauer. Although, this line 
of reasoning directly points to the 
thorny question of the boundaries 
of freedom of expression: who is to 
decide what people need to know in 
order to perform the role of demo-
cratic citizens? Shouldn’t our ex-
clusive focus be on the fact that the 
trustworthy remedy to bad speech is 
good speech, not censorship? 

Horatio CAINE

In our practice as 
doctors, we regularly 
come across patients 
who suffer from swel-

ling of the ankles on both 
sides. What motivates 
the visit to the doctor is 
that they want to know if 
these symptoms are lin-
ked to the heart and if the 
heart is showing signs of 
weakness.

Heart failure is also 
termed “congestive heart 
failure” (CHF) and is 
a condition whereby 
the heart cannot pump 
enough blood to supply 
the general circulation. 
Normally at rest, the 
heart pumps 5 to 6 litres 
of blood per minute. A 
decrease in the output of 
blood can lead to many 
different symptoms like 
ankle swelling.

In chronic heart fai-
lure, the main symptom is 
breathlessness, which can 
appear on slight exertion 
or on lying down. The heart 
rate is usually high and 
another common symptom 
is easy fatigue, weakness 
and inability to exercise.

In acute heart failure, 
however, the main symp-
tom is a severe shortness 
of breath with foamy 
and frothy mucus in the 
mouth, which can be ac-
companied by a rapid 
heart rate and chest pain. 
This condition is an emer-
gency and medical help 
should be sought at once. 

Generally, there are 
two types of heart failure, 
namely left side heart 
failure and the right side 
failure. The left side fai-
lure causes water to build 
up in the lungs and the 
right side failure causes 
the accumulation of wa-
ter in the abdomen and 
the feet causing swelling. 
Sometimes right side and 
left side heart failures oc-
cur together.

One of the most com-
mon causes of heart fai-
lure is coronary artery 
disease. A narrowing of 
the arteries which supply 
blood to the heart muscles 
occurs due to fatty depo-
sits. The heart muscle is 
damaged and thus be-
comes weak and unable 

to pump suffi cient blood 
to the body. A heart attack 
destroys and weakens the 
pumping activity.

Another common 
cause is severe uncontrol-
led hypertension. In this 
situation, the heart has to 
work harder than it should 
to circulate blood in our 
body. The heart muscles 
become thicker to com-
pensate the extra load to 
work it must perform. 
Over time, it becomes 
weak and shows signs of 
heart failure.

Defects in the valves 
or diseases of the muscles 
of the heart lead to heart 
failure. Excess intake and 
abuse of alcohol and cer-
tain drugs used in chemo-
therapy to treat cancers 
can damage and weaken 
the heart muscles as well 
as lead to an irregular 
heart rate.

One of the best means 
of reaching the exact 
diagnosis is by doing an 
echocardiography of the 
heart using ultrasound. 
It is a procedure with 
practically no risk for 
the patient and it allows 
a precise assessment of 
the muscles of the heart 
and the percentage of 
the weakness can be cal-
culated. The role of the 
doctor is also to fi nd out 
the exact cause and give 
treatment accordingly.

Many different drugs 
are available to treat a fai-
ling heart and, very often, 
a combination of drugs 
is necessary. A recent ap-
proach to the treatment of 
some cases of severe heart 
failure is the insertion of a 
special pacemaker called 
CRT which stimulates the 
heart to pump in a more 
effi cient and coordinated 
manner. It is an expensive 
procedure and so far, only 
a handful of patients have 
benefi tted from this tech-
nology in Mauritius.
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By Dr. Cassam Hingun 

Corpo sano, mente sana ]

FROM my little experience 
working in past jobs, I have learnt 
that one powerful differentiation 
factor is how you treat your custo-
mers. Do we create value for them? 
Do we deliver on time? Are we 
proactive? Do we seek to unders-
tand their needs better and add 
the personal touch? Are we doing 
things because we are paid to do so 
or because the procedures said so, 
or do we sincerely go out of our way 
to wow that customer of ours?

Nowadays, Mauritians are no 
longer willing to take substandard 
service. Bless them for that. An edu-
cated lot, our people are now well 
travelled, well read, exposed to inter-
national media, connected to social 
media, have the ability to compare 
and have also realized one impor-
tant thing; clients have an incredible 
power- their purchasing power and 
ability to spread the news to others if 
they are satisfi ed or more so, if they 
are dissatisfi ed! If you want to see 
how true this is, just tune in to the 
radio talk shows in the morning. 
They are a clear indication that we 
shall no longer be taken for granted; 
the frustration is tangible and the 
fact that there are such talk shows is 
a real indication that we as, a nation, 
have not been successful in provi-
ding a service which our people and 
our  guests (tourists) deserve. 

Business is not about bricks 

and mortar
Let’s take the tourism industry; 

What was once tagged as the jewel 
in the crown of  the Mauritian eco-
nomy is undergoing challenging 
times in the aftermath of the fi -
nancial crisis. This sector witnessed 
4% negative growth in May! Why 
should tourists come to Mauritius 
instead of somewhere else? Many 
places have exquisite hotels, magni-
fi cent spas, pristine beaches, untou-
ched lagoons. What could make the 
difference? I went on TripAdvisor 
to see what the guests were saying 
about hotels in Mauritius. The bulk 
of the comments were on service; 
the personal touches, the smiles, the 
genuineness, the authenticity….
Rarely did I notice comments on 
rooms, pools etc.

If in doubt, train again
Undoubtedly it is about the 

clients and putting them fi rst; those 
are the ones who make or break 
your business. And in fact, it is not 
the company paying their staff but 
the clients; so they deserve a service 
beyond reproach for feeding us and 
our families. 

I often ponder on how to get my 
team to understand my vision for 
service. For me, it is not just about 
giving the essentials but about being 
creative every single day to show the 

customer that we understand his 
needs, and are in a quest for conti-
nuous improvement. And it came 
across early that if the leader does 
not walk the talk, the rest won’t fol-
low. If I ask people to value feedback 
and I resist same, that would send 
a bad message. Talking of feedback, 
I am always surprised of how busi-
nesses fl ourish when they take time 
to listen to their customers and act 
on the objective feedback quickly.

Train, re-train and if in doubt, 
train again.

My team and I were privileged 
to have been invited to Ron Kauf-
man’s session whilst he was in Mau-
ritius. We were asked to refl ect on 
what makes service ‘unbelievable’: 
nowadays it is not simply about sa-
tisfying customer needs. Everybody 
does that- it is the norm; the way 
one demarcates oneself from com-
petition is to give that level of service 
which just blows the customer away 
but keeps him fi rmly anchored wi-
thin your company.

What I particularly liked about 
this session is that it allows space 
for personal creativity in service. As 
much as processes are important, 
going out of the box to wow the 
customer may be the tipping point.

I do not know who said this but 
I fi nd it so appropriate to service ‘It 
is about the clients, stupid!’

Aisha Allee-MOSAHEB

The remedy for bad speech is 
good speech, not censorship! 

Customers power up!

Heart failure
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Like in the clichéd 
movies, the post-
independence his-
tory of Mauritius 

also revolves around  love 
and hate. Mutually ex-
changeable, triggered by 
motivations unknown, the 
lines between both fl imsy 
enough to make you gasp 
at their level of intertwi-
nement or the suddenness 
of the changes from one to 
another. This bipolar disor-
der of Mauritius has since 
been epitomised in the in-
dependence years by the 
two lines; “Malbar nou pas 
ouler” and “Hindou, mon 
frère”. Since then, Mauri-
tians have continued in the 
same spirit…all colours of 
the rainbow nation have 
fallen victim to similar hate.

Indeed, the Hindu-peril 
has since given way to other 
undercurrents reeking of eth-
nic dissection. All driven with 
the same simplistic agenda 
founded on the desire to fi nd 
a culprit. Thus, if one such 
section was found culpable 
of a low level of ethnic identi-
fi cation, others have received 
their guilt token by having 
the limelight cast unjustly 
solely on their more extreme 
members.  Pseudo attempts 
to unite us were riddled with 
dangers of further dividing 
us. Accordingly, in 2005, what 
Hollup (1996) describes as a 
shared “history of indentu-
red labor, both having been 
recruited to work in the su-
gar cane plantations…and 
arrived in the same ships”* 
was put forward as the win-
ning formula. De facto, were 
excluded from this equation 
the descendents of those that 
had the misfortune of not 
being at the right dock.

But then, there have been 
great movements in the past 
trying to break the impasse 
with their chutzpah and an 
all-inclusive approach to 
development. Still, that the 
same debates as in the 70s 
are prevalent in our times 
says a lot about the state of 
unchanged things since then. 
In simpler terms, Mauritius 
went soul-searching through 
socialism only to come back 
home with the prognosis 
that there would not be any 
real change in the coming 
decades.  The mantra was to 
maintain the same order of 

things, but to veil it through 
lesser force exerted on the 
leash. Maybe, the new goal of 
‘progressive’ parties is to let 
the status quo prevail. To let 
those that wield power conti-
nue to do so and pretend that 
the fi ght is on. 

Since class struggle was 
too utopian, successive ge-
nerations have succumbed 
to dreams of lower gran-
deur. As a result, the fas-
cination with the allure of 
power through cliques and 
networks has grown steadily. 
The dream in 2011 for most 
young people is to become a 
yuppie in the lines of Brett 
Easton Ellis’s Patrick Ba-
teman. Quite a difference 
from generations of yore, 
when rebels were the poster 
boys. The zeitgeist is defi -
nitely not one that is favou-
rable to societal change. 

The most acute issue 
is the lack of common in-
dividual fabric that would 
bind us collectively. What 
we have failed to achieve 
is the ingraining of traits 
that would unite us. What 
we need to work on today 
is how to give an identity 
to the Mauritian, how to 
create an esprit de corps 
that would make us em-
boldened to face adversity. 
Thinkers can work together 
using help from experts in 
economics, anthropology, 
history, sociology, philoso-
phy and psychology to craft 
a web around the Mauri-
tian DNA; a new educa-
tion system on the lines of 
Montessori where freedom 
would be at the heart of 
things, a better understan-
ding of how economic inte-
rests are related to political 
ones at domestic level and 
the greater involvement of 
more citizens in decision 
making. In short, an inno-
vative attitude on how to 
cure the Mauritian despair. 

Let there be hope. 
 *Islamic Revivalism and 

Political Opposition among 
Minority Muslims  by O Hol-
lup (1996)

By Chetan Ramchurn

Why 
Mauritianism 
matters…

THE concert by ghazal 
maestro Jagjit Singh organized 
by Immedia on July 2nd at the 
Swami Vivekananda auditorium 
in Pailles was to commemorate 
the 50th anniversary of the be-
ginning of his illustrious musical 
career and his own 70th birthday 
The repertoire consisted of some 
of his timeless hits in Urdu, Hindi 
as well as Punjabi, in Singh’s ini-
mitable style where the audience 
couldn’t help but sing along at 
times, or laugh along with Jagjit’s 
more humorous musings.  

Born in 1941 to a lower middle 
class Sikh family in Rajasthan, Ja-
gjit Singh discovered a passion 
for music early in his life. As a 
child Jagjit, sang devotional Sikh 
hymns at ceremonies and listened 
intently to classical singers of the 
time- such as Talat Mehmood, 
Abdul Karim Khan, Bade Ghu-
lam Ali Khan and Amir Khan- on 
the radio.  Glitzy Bombay gave rise 
to aspirations in the young Jagjit to 
pursue a career in celluloid singing 
playback to Bollywood numbers.   
In 1961, Jagjit moved to Bombay 
only to return luckless to Jaland-
har- without a ticket, and hiding in 
a train bathroommaccording to his 
autobiography.  A second stint in 
Bombay in 1965 saw better luck, 
but little money. The Bombay elite 
saw no use for his songs that evo-
ked deep emotion. 

Jagjit Singh instead turned to 
the dying art of the Urdu ghazal, 
hitherto confi ned to aristocratic 
séances.  While composing and 
singing ad jingles, he met his wife, 
fellow singer, Chitra Singh in 
1967. By 1975, the couple’s luck 
changed, with Jagjit and Chitra 
Singh jointly launching their gha-

zal album ‘The Unforgettables’ 
to become India’s fi rst successful 
husband-wife musical duo. 1987 
brought another fi rst for Jagjit, 
whose album ‘Beyond Time’ was 
the very fi rst purely digital CD al-
bum ever recorded in India.  The 
following year, he earned his repu-
tation by penning and performing 
the music for the epic TV series 
‘Mirza Ghalib’- a fi tting tribute 
to undivided India’s greatest 19th 
century poet. 

Humorous couplets
Jagjit Singh’s popularity can 

be ascribed to the revolution 
which he wrought in the art of 
the ghazal. Although he incorpo-
rates contemporary instruments 
and styles in his music, the lan-
guage used, although accessible 
to mainstream audiences, remains 
purist; whether it be the mysticism 
of a Ghulam Fareed, the roman-
ticism of Bahadur Shah Zafar or 
the revolutionary imprimatur of 
Pakistani Marxist poet Faiz Ah-
med Faiz.  A prodigious artist 
withmore than 150 albums to his 
name, he renders the same treat-
ment to Hindi, Bengali, Nepali, 
Sindhi and Punjabi. By almost 
singlehandedly reincarnating the 
art form, poet Sudarshan Faakir 
noted that “He developed a new 
industry, the ghazal industry.” In 
doing so, and bringing ghazal for 
the fi rst time to the masses in a 
way that they could understand, 
Jagjit Singh has rightfully earned 
the honorifi c of ‘ghazal king’. This 
style, however, has a philosophy 
behind it. Only in this way, Jagjit 
Singh has repeatedly elaborated, 
can the rich linguistic heritage of 

South Asia be preserved. Never-
theless, such an approach does 
not alienate foreign audiences, 
as even at Pailles,  Singh would 
stop to explain to his audience 
the meaning of certain Urdu or 
Hindi terms that formed the the-
mes of his ghazals, only to return 
seamlessly, it would seem, into 
song once again. 

The content of his offerings 
notwithstanding, it is Jagjit Singh’s 
absolute mastery over live au-
diences that makes any event all the 
more spectacular. A gesture could 
get an audience to hum along or 
repeat certain verses, as it did at 
Pailles, a humorous couplet could 
have them laugh or uncharacte-
ristically applaud along with a fast 
paced Punjabi folk tune. 

His rich musical career and de-
votion to South Asian music earned 
him India’s third highest award, the 
Padma Bhushan in 2007. 

We would however be remiss 
not to mention the talented team 
of musicians that accompanied 
Jagjit Singh who truly made it 
an unforgettable evening. Jagjit 
Singh announced that his ambi-
tion was to carry out seventy per-
formances this year. The event at 
Pailles was the thirty fi fth- exactly 
halfway- with the Maestro dan-
gling the prospect of returning 
to Mauritius in the near future 
to complete his goal. We certainly 
hope he keeps his word and in re-
turn implore him: 

Uthke mehfi l se mat chale jaana, 
tum se roshan ye kona kona hain 
(Don't leave the gathering, your 
presence is what lightens every 
corner.)

 Iqbal Ahmed KHAN

Jagjit Singh, accompanied by his musicians, 
holds the audience spell-bound.

Jagjit Singh
Half a century of melody
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WHAT many Mauritians may 
not be aware of is the tie between 
our country and the Philippines.  
In the seventies and eighties, the 
National Health Service in the 
United Kingdom recruited from 
overseas to supplement its deple-
ting nursing workforce.  Its once 
fertile grounds for recruitment, 
namely Northern Ireland and 
the Republic of Ireland were not 
attracted to that labour market 
anymore.  Mother England tur-
ned to its Commonwealth and 
other English speaking countries 
to replenish the ailing workforce.

Many Filipinos, just like the 
Mauritians, were attracted by 
the prospects of earning a living 
and sending money home to help 
their families. Interestingly, mainly 
Filipinas and not their male coun-
terpart were recruited.  I suspect 
this was because mainly women 
were nurses in the Philippines.  
Many Filipinas took a liking to 
Mauritian men, and the feelings 
became mutual.  I was one of 
those men.  I proposed to my Fi-
lipina wife and married her at a 
civil wedding in 1973 followed by 
a religious wedding in Mauritius.

Filipinos are generally a 
peace-loving, God-fearing and 

kind people.  What is so admirable 
about them is that they will share 
their last morsels with you or even 
starve rather than let you starve.  
Their generosity extends to being 
kind and helpful.  The Filipina is 
also very domesticated.  They 
start to help with house chores at 
a very early age.  They take care 
of the children whilst the men, 
mainly rice farmers, are the bread 

winner, with the exception of the 
professional Filipino, when other 
members of the extended family 
lend a hand in child rearing.  But 
make no mistake as to who is in 
charge of the household. Indeed, 
this is a matriarchal society.  Men 
are soon put in their places when 
they overstep the line.

Today, a fi rst generation of 
Mauritian-Filipinos are well esta-

blished in the United Kingdom.  
The affi nity of the Mauritian 
for the Filipina persists to this 
day and is seen in the stability of 
marriages.  Even the diversity of 
cultures and religious beliefs are 
no barriers in this relationship.

Unbearable 41ºC
Every year, I visit the Pro-

vince of Cagayan in the north 
of the Philippines, which is 
made up of three thousand 
islands, some 250 miles from 
Manila, the capital.  My wife 
comes from the town of Lal-
lo which under three hundred 
and fi fty years of Spanish 
Conquistador’s occupation 
was a main thriving port and 
was known as Nuevo Segovia.  
Today the Spanish infl uence 
can still be seen in annual Ba-
rio Fiestas just like one would 
see in Latin America where 
the Conquistadors have made 
their mark. 

This month, my wife and I 
are spending two weeks in Ma-
nila and in the Province.  We 
fl ew from Manila to the local 
airport in the provincial capital 
Tuguegarao City. The ground 

temperature was an unbearable 
41ºC.  The noise, dust and pol-
lution from two-strokes engine 
tricycles in their hundred used as 
taxis added to the discomforts.  
My wife would then stock up 
with provisions and other goo-
dies for relatives, friends and our 
own consumption.  I went into 
a hardware shop to buy some 
bathroom accessories.  My wife 
reminded me that the owner is 
Mauritian and has lived in Tu-
guegarao City for the last thirty 
odd years having married a Fi-
lipina, of course, in England.   I 
could hear him shouting instruc-
tions to his employees in broad 
Ilocano, the local dialect. I intro-
duced myself to him in Creole 
and, to my surprise, he returned 
my greetings in perfect Creole.  
He told me how he enjoys living 
in the Philippines after settling in 
Tuguegarao City some 25 years 
ago and gets to visit Mauritius 
regularly.  I said to myself: “What 
a small world, and destiny has 
no bound” How two countries 
so different are united by two 
people in their quests for a better 
life in Great Britain.

Mahmood SHAMTALLY. (UK)
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Filipinos are known for their strong sense of hospitality. 

AS viewers get drenched 
in a shower of swearwords, 
Bollywood’s clearly doing 
what it so often does - losing 
its sense of proportion. After 
double-meaning dialogues, 
‘item’ numbers and mindless 
violence, profanity appears 
the new big thing fi lmma-
kers peddle. However, pep-
pering a movie with explicit 
swearwords isn’t just harming 
audiences, watching uncouth 
behaviour made to look ‘co-
ol’. With creativity limited to 
cussing, it’s also hurting the 
fi lm industry. 

Stars being foul-mouthed 
in portraying ‘edgy’ charac-
ters aren’t producing path-
breaking cinema. In earlier 
fi lms, only villains - smug-
glers, gangsters and their 
molls - mouthed expletives. 
Today, screen students to 
their grandfathers use words 
that could make a sailor 
blush. «It happens in reali-
ty,» fi lmmakers say. Yet, you 
don’t see too many movies 
exploring other themes from 
reality, like female infanticide. 
The only ‘reality’ appealing to 
Bollywood involves poor clo-
thing or poor language. And 

both are becoming gratuitous, 
present in such abundance 
that we no longer notice. Or 
care. 

While being bad aesthe-
tics, this isn’t smart business 
either. The Hindi movie’s 
traditionally an all-inclusive 
experience, families enjoying 
fi lms together in theatres, 
children running in aisles, 
grannies passing snacks, do-
mestic helpers enjoying the 
rest. With a barrage of cuss 
words unleashed on-screen, 
it’s hard for the same to 
watch fi lms together. Mo-
vies starring profanity se-
gregate their audience to a 
narrow, niche clutch, not a 
wide and colourful expanse. 
And those not hugely tur-
ned-on by coarseness ponder 
paying steep prices towards 
what’s available free outside. 
Finally, Bollywood remains a 
loved art form. Its songs and 
dialogues stay fresh in public 
memory for decades, genera-
tions able to recite lines from 
Sholay or Mughal-e-Azam. 
What will we repeat from 
today’s movies? One long 
bleep?

Times Of India 

Writing homeWriting home

Race to the bottomRace to the bottom
A scene from the Bollywood movie 
Delhi Belly, which sparked much 
criticism for its use of vulgar language. 
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According to some, 
imitation is the ultimate 

form of fl attery. To 
others, however, it’s a 

tedious reminder of how 
bann gorer lack even a 
scintilla of imagination 
and creativity. What do 

you think? 

Gorer – copycat 

SOLAR cars, a study on 
obesity, removal of oil spills or 
solar cookers… These were just 
a few of the projects developed 
by primary and secondary scho-
ol students who took part in the 
Rajiv Gandhi Science Centre’s 
fi rst edition of Science Adven-
ture. Students from Standards 
four and fi ve, and Forms one, 
two and three worked in teams 
of four students to develop a 
science project that allowed them 
to solve some of our country’s 
biggest problems. Most of the 
projects were environment rela-

ted, since, as explained by many 
of the students, it has become 
such an important issue. Mind 
you, these children are well 
aware of the problems facing our 
nation, and are well on their way 
to becoming thinkers who may 
one day have the solutions we’ve 
all been waiting for. 

The minister of Tertiary 
Education, Rajesh Jeetah and 
the minister of Education, Vasant 
Bunwaree visited the exhibition, 
interacting with the students and 
asking a number of questions 
about the projects – and the chil-

dren knew their sciences really 
well! Laval, Pavan and Yuvraj, 
from Phoenix SSS for example, 
have it all fi gured out. They deve-
loped a solar car model, complete 
with a solar panel that captures 
sunrays and takes you where you 
like… Imagine that classy four-
wheeler as the method of trans-
port of tomorrow! Meanwhile, 
Devya, Dishti, Shaina and Va-
nisha from Gaetan Raynal SSS 
show off a beautiful polystyrene 
model of Mauritius, which is divi-
ded in two – the polluted version 
and the eco-friendly version. 

During the prize giving ce-
remony, which was spiced up by 
a very interactive quiz session 
between Minister Jeetah and 
the students, six teams received 
prizes for their outstanding 
projects. Meanwhile, Minister 

Bunwaree encouraged interest 
in science, and the positive move 
away from the “chalk and talk 
style of learning.” 

The primary school winners 
were: 2nd runner up, Jawaharlall 
Nehru Government School, 1st 
runner up, St Jean Baptiste de 
la Salle RCA, and the fi rst prize 
went to Bheewa Mahadoo Go-
vernment School, with a model 
on saving marine life. The young 
team made of Kessigen, Suha-
sinee, Khusboo and Saadiyah 
were well informed. Did they 
enjoy working on this project? 
“Yes!” comes the enthusiastic 
chorus of voices. 

Among secondary schools, 
the prize winners were: 2nd run-
ner up, Hindu Girls College, 1st 
runner up, New Eton College 
and the winning team was from 
Dunputh Lallah SSS, with a 
team of four girls, Dhanista, Me-
lanie, Wardah and Yoshika, who 
developed a home system for 
water storage. It helps you use 
the rainwater that doesn’t end 
up in a reservoir and it reduces 
your bills. Wouldn’t we all love a 
system like that? 

The students all received 
cash prizes, sponsored by the 
Mauritius Commercial Bank. 
The Rajiv Gandhi Science 
Centre also offered cash prizes 
for the teachers and a shield for 
the heads of each school. The 
event made for a fun-fi lled, ex-
citing adventure for each of the 
students, and clearly impressed 
our ministers too, who were 
pleased to say that our country 
is in excellent hands. 

Melissa LOUIS

Science Adventure 2011

Little Einsteins

Kreol Corner]
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The winning team from Dunputh Lallah SSS with their project on a 
low-cost water storage system for homes. 

The winners from Bheewa Mahadoo GS with Gilbert Gnany, 
Group Chief Strategy Offi cer, MCB and Minister Vasant Bunwaree.

“A fun-fi lled, 
exciting 

adventure for 
each of the 
students.”


