Totalitarian Threat Against Village Councils

We would like to open up debate, taking as a starting point, your 4-point reply to our article on the Government’s threat to abolish Village Council elections. Discussion is necessary precisely because the State is trying to stifle debate. The MSM-MMM intends to stuff the mouths of a few of its agents with gold – with offers (and more often with false offers) of duty-free-cars (and loans) and high salaries – to silence them about the abolition of Village Councils. When rural democracy is under totalitarian threat we need suggestions for more democracy, not acquiescence in less. 

1. Your first point (in your 8th August reply to us), that Le Mauricien publishes Lalit articles, is fair.

2. Then you say that you “are sufficiently convinced that the present Government kept its word towards Rodrigues to keep on thinking that it does not nurture dark motives as regards local administration across Mauritius-Island.”  This doesn’t quite make sense.

Firstly, the State has made public no proposal. It hasn’t got a “word” to keep as it had in the case of Rodrigues. Except that it promised it would decentralize before the Municipal elections – word it patently failed to keep.

In any case, Rodrigues was very different. There were, and this was shocking, no existing local elections at all, nor Village Councils.

Secondly, as regards the “dark motives” that we believe that the Government nurtures. They come from the calculated leaks that Government fed to the press.

Rumour Number One: The State intends to abolish Village Councils. This would be re-centralization not the promised de-centralization. This is a dark motive.

Rumour Number Two: The State intends to abolish wards in the existing five towns, Port Louis, BB-RH, QB, VACOAS-Phoenix and Curepipe. More “centralization” of the electoral process. This, too is a dark motive.

Rumour Number Three: The State intends that, in future, there be 12 candidates elected for a whole District in each new “Council”. This is instead of the present system where there are 12 candidates (multiplied by the equivalent of 16 villages) = 192 rural candidates elected. This is concentration of power. This is also a dark motive.

Rumour Number Four: The 12 elected candidates will not all be people from their own village. Whereas, in the existing system, these 192 elected candidates are people known to their electorate. More “centralization”. Another dark motive.

Rumour Number Five (also announced by Paul Bérenger): Deposit for candidates will rise from zero to Rs 2,000. This will exclude poor people, perhaps two-thirds of the electorate. According to Government statistics, Rs 2,000 is more than the total monthly income-from-work of 20% of women workers. We mention this because in Rodrigues, the new system includes zero deposit for standing for election.

What we want to know is this: Are you saying the leaks are false? That we should not believe them?

Or, alternatively, are you saying that, unlike us, you know that the leaks are true; but that you feel that, if put into practice, they would be “a good thing”? Though people don’t even know what they are!

Minister Lesjongard said in the National Assembly, and it is repeated in one article “il n’a a aucun agenda caché ou quelque chose de mysterieux, de sinistre ou d’anti-démocratiques” in the postponement and “il n’y pas ‘d’agenda caché our quoique ce soit de mystérieux, de sinistre ou d’anti-démocratique’” in it (Le Mauricien 3 July); frankly, “methinks the lady doth protest too much.”

3. You concede that “the rural mandates have been prolonged without going back to the polls”. But this is not, you add, a case of “outright disenfranchisement” … “considering the time-frame for legal amendments and a reformed ballot”. We believe that disenfranchisement is disenfranchisement.

And what exactly is the Government’s “time frame”? How do you have such confidence in it? This year? Next year? Will Government face a by-election and Village Elections so close to each other? Or not? Will rural mandates get prolonged again? And maybe again? What will you say then? Will Bérenger, only for convenience of course, wait until the Municipal elections are due and hold them all at once? Or will there be a new reason to postpone them even then?

What exactly is this “reformed ballot” you refer to that we all have to sit round waiting for, while democracy is suspended? If you know what it is, Mr. Editor, please could you publish it. We, ourselves, tend to think Government is in disarray.

The postponement, the argumentation for it, the absence of any formal plan, all add up to a rather horrific paternalism of the MSM-MMM towards rural people.

4. In Point Number 4, you concede that “Had the law been amended prior to the last municipal elections and consequently, in due time to avoid the present prolongation of rural mandates, it would no doubt have been far better.” But, here again, there is something that doesn’t quite make sense. Why would the law have had to be changed prior to the Municipal Elections, and not prior to the Village Elections themselves? It is as though you think (quite rightly) that it would be totally unacceptable for Municipal elections to be postponed, but that you think (and here you are wrong) that it would only be slightly regrettable for Village Council elections to be postponed. Or are we mis-reading you? Surely, as your phrase stands, readers may deduce anti-rural prejudice from this?

And, as no Government proposal exists, isn’t it a bit soon to talk of the law having “been amended” or not?

The Government proposal may turn out to be a bad one. It may be undemocratic. It may mean “centralization”. The whole thing may be postponed in case it causes trouble for Bérenger’s ascension to the throne. So far, we only know of a one-man plan, waltzing secretly around PS’s desks.

In any case, if Government is so inefficient that it misses its promised dead-line for reforms (whether good or bad ones), it cannot just disenfranchise the rural electorate.

The issues are serious ones. We believe they are so serious that Government is frightened of them. And so it should be. Autocratic measures like those leaked to the Press, if implemented, will cause rebellion.

The destruction of democracy becomes harder and harder to halt, once people collude with it. The “election” of Rajesh Bhagwan’s agent, Mr. Ortoo as President of the Black River District Council is a precursor to anti-democratic practices to come. The man was never elected to the Gros Cailloux Village Council. We now have a total “nominee” head of a District. This parody of democracy could occur because all Village Councilors have been made “nominees” by decree. It has become a case of what the Minister says, goes. Because it was Bhagwan, Jugnauth, Bérenger and Co. that put the Councilors there by decree, not the people who put them there by their vote.

This is very dangerous. The intelligensia capitulates. Bourgeois democrats go into hiding. The silence in the press gets deafening. And one day, when things have got really bad, when people ask: ‘How did Mauritians accept this kind of dictatorship?’ The answer will be: They accepted it slowly. They thought postponing elections without any alternative planned was not outright disenfranchisement.

It is not strange, really, that again and again in history it is the revolutionaries, those not satisfied with the capitalist system, like us in Lalit, that are the only political force to stand up and defend the democratic advances already made by capitalism, like Village Council elections, when these come under attack from rising authoritarianism and megalomania. We are perhaps amongst those who care.

Lindsey Collen

For LALIT

Date: 19-August-2002
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