Agriculture, Agro-Industry and Electricity

It is a key moment in Mauritian history for us to stop and think. In fact, it is already late. Economic disaster could easily be looking us in the face very soon. 

And it is not just Lalit saying so anymore. The bosses and the Government are finally coming to terms with the bankruptcy of their economy. The Sugar Industry, even they admit it now at long last, has no future. Free-Zone-style industries haven’t either. Mass redundancies in the Sugar Industry under the notorious VRS are now being more than matched by textile factory closures on a scale never seen before. And the bosses now openly promise worse to come. Unemployment will begin to reach mortal levels soon.

Government is doing no more than taking measures that ultimately only serve to aggravate these two major problems. While all these key things are taking place, there is also an important debate going on about the future of the CEB, a sector central to long-term planning.

It’s in this context of generalized flux that Lalit has begun a national campaign to force Government and the bosses, and their accredited ideologues, to wake up and act in the interests of the people of this country.

As for the rest of us, we haven’t got any choice. We have to fight for our right to stay alive on the planet. It is that that is under threat. 

Lalit’s Demands

Here is an outline of our campaign:

1. We demand mass conversion of land to planting of food, and this to be done by “organic” and “green” methods on a huge scale, for peoples’ food needs and, on a larger scale than ever before, for export. This way Mauritius can get around the disaster that the sugar industry is facing as the Sugar Protocol runs out. This way Mauritius can become a world leader in food production, which is guaranteed GMO-FREE. This will create employment on a large scale, and, at the same time, respect Mauritius’ natural heritage. We have the advantage of being a nation of islands, so that we can be free from “contamination par les OGM”.

2. We demand compulsory conversion of ex-sugar mills into agro-industrial plants, for exporting produce. This will create employment and absorb the shock of the ruinous globalization that the multinationals are subjecting us to.

3. We call on Government to oppose all new “rounds” at the WTO and to call for suspension of existing WTO agreements until a “World-wide Social Audit” is completed, instead of the embarrassing policy of first encouraging new rounds and then going around begging for exemptions, the way Cuttaree and Jugnauth are doing.

4. We oppose privatization of the CEB. This process must be reversed now, and the CEB bureaucracy replaced by a democratic structure. Unfortunately the present debate on CEB is very parochial, never ever touching on the key issues being addressed world-wide in this epoch, i.e. kinds of energy that are neither polluting nor blindly reliant on finite stocks of fossil fuels that are being depleted irrationally.

5. We demand massive investment into research and production of genuinely renewable and clean energy. In particular Solar, Wind and Sea (tidal and wave) energies. With this kind of vision, and a well-planned CEB, Mauritius can become a world leader in clean, durable and, in the long term, cheap energy. This can create a lot of employment and keep our islands’ ecologies balanced.

Food production for export

As long ago as in 1982-83, Lalit was already in the middle of a campaign to warn of the dangers of leaving the Sugar Oligarchs to dictate agricultural politics of the whole country. What happened then, was that we bumped into State repression. We had a Slide Show and Talk Series called “Disik, Ki Lavenir?” that was touring towns and villages of Mauritius. We were, even then, proposing a legal framework that would oblige the Sugar Estates to plant their rows of cane in a format that allows inter-line cropping of food crops every year, and not just when there is new cane planted every seven or so years. This way the predictable collapse of the sugar industry that is now happening could have been cushioned by gradual diversification to food-crops for export. We were, even then, proposing a law (or tax framework) to oblige Sugar Estates to plant food crops on a given per-centage of their “plennter” land as well. We supported the Export Levy on Sugar for the same reason. It was designed to force diversification into crops that are more long-term-useful than sugar. In our campaign against ‘fermtir sovaz’ of Sugar Mills, which had only just begun, we were, even then, envisaging forcing the Oligarchs to convert all mills closing down into agro-industries of modern types (canning, freeze-drying, freezing, transformation into juices, soups, etc).

The MMM-PSM Government did not take kindly to our Slide Show and Talk Series. The Sugar bosses were furious too. So, what happened? The police banned the Slide Show.

They laid charges against us because of a Slide Show, if you can believe such a thing, on the subject of sugar prices, the end of the Sugar Protocol coming, beet-sugar, sweeteners, health issues around sugar, etc, etc.! They alleged that we had not been through the Board of Censors. So, we prepared our defense. We would have won, because the law was clear: Slides did not have to go before the Board of Censors.  So what did the State do then? They came up with a Bill, nipped it through Parliament. And what was in it? That ‘Slide shows’ have to go through the Board of Censors. So, they forced us to fight repression with the very resources we had put into this key economic question.

Now, when it is almost too late, when the Sugar Oligarchs have even gone and aggravated the situation by producing electricity from cane bagasse, now the Bosses and the Government, twenty years too late, find themselves in a blind panic.

And they are about to make worse errors. If we do not prevent them, that is. They will rush headlong into the IRS (Integrated Resorts Schemes) strategy and a savage set of new hotel plans that will ruin our coast-line forever, reduce our country to a “playground for world playboys” (if not the actual mafia), and that will incidentally reduce the entire people to a nation of domestic servants, who will be cooking for the master, sweeping and dusting for the master, washing up after the master, gardening for the master, playing music while the masters eat, child-minding for the masters, taking the masters out in pleasure craft, and in general, getting us back to being slaves.

In Lalit, we call for a generalized conversion to producing food – for export, mainly, but also for us all to eat. It is a very secure investment, and a guarantee against future famines that present-day globalization is so good at provoking. Our country is a natural producer of the finest vegetables and fruits, of a mind-boggling variety.

We call on Government to get out of the rut of a ‘Sugar Authority’ and to break away from its obsession with sugar (an obsession which seems to blind them) and to think big for once. What we need, in organizational terms, is something like an ‘Optimal Land Utilization Authority’ that proposes and helps research into crops that, for example, produce harvests three times in one year. Instead of a “Mauritius Sugar Industry Research Institute” (MSIRI), we need a “Mauritius Agriculture Industry Research Institute” (MAIRI).

The Mauritian climate and soil is ideal for this kind of diversified food crop. In the past what has kept us stuck to sugar and molasses? Nothing but vested interests of Sugar Estate Owners, the Liverpool Tate & Lyle Refinery, plus the Government’s Sugar Protocol agreements and other colonial treaties that have kept the economy locked into a subservient role on the pretext of guaranteed prices and quotas. These three interests all conspired to keep the economy stuck blindly to sugar. The peoples’ interests were never served by this kind of blinkered thinking.

And today, more than anything, we need to get everyone’s creative thoughts on how and what to plant. In particular, we need to tap the millennial knowledge of the planting community in Mauritius and Rodrigues. And we need to be very wary of the plans of Pravin Jugnauth to destroy traditional agriculture.

Frankly, if those with a monopoly of the ownership of land, that is to say the Sugar Estates can’t put the land to use in a way that serves the peoples’ interests, they should be made to give up their control over the land. It goes without saying that their legitimacy as land-owners if very precarious, being based on various crimes, ranging from colonial plunder and theft to human slavery and indenture. 

The land must go to those who can develop it so that we can produce enough food to then process in factories, which can be run by those with the will to run them. Food production for export should become the backbone of our economy. Then, of course, we would be in a position to also develop less labour-intensive sectors like IT at the same time.

CEB

The debate on electricity is part of this overall debate. At the moment when Jack Bizlall, Swaleh Kasenally, Jean Mée Desvaux are arguing, it is mainly about the cost of production. It’s about whether the CEB is producing electricity cheaper than the Sugar Estates. It’s about whether, based on the cost of production,  it should be the Sugar Estates, multinational corporations, or the CEB itself that produces power. And sometimes the debate also scouts around the edges of the equally important question of privatization.

In Lalit’s campaign, we are linking two-or-three important issues into the debate. Firstly, we believe it is a fundamental human right to have a power supply in one’s home. At the same time, we believe that the new generation of “ecological rights” gives us a basic right to an unpolluted environment. This means we believe that the debate should not be limited to the question of the selling price of what is a “factor of production” for some consumers and a mere “commodity” for others. We are dealing with human rights. Privatization is a direct threat to these fundamental human rights.

With the increases in our electricity bills coming so regularly, with a number of families being burnt to death because of having to use candle-light in times when the precautions for these are no longer even known, with increasing unemployment, and with work that is here today gone tomorrow, the right to an electric supply in the home (as well as other things like running water, telephone, public transport) has to be respected. If this means subsidy, it must be subsidized. We must point out that Mauritius is a signatory, and that since 1976, to the UN Convention on Social and Economic Rights.

At the same time, with the pollution being caused by “fossil-fuels”, and with the Sugar Industry (responsible for bagasse) imploding; Lalit is thus launching a double element in this campaign: No to privatization of the CEB! And pressure for CEB to turn to research and massive investment in sources of modern, clean and genuinely renewable energy. Let us not now, as we finally get free (forcibly, as it turns out) from the prison of sugar, become prisoners of cane-for-bagasse. Land must be freed for the huge food production for export that is necessary.

Renewable sources of power create employment as well as keeping the environment in harmony. As everyone knows, a serene tourist industry has one minimum requirement in a place like Mauritius: an unpolluted environment. The future lies in renewable power sources.

And it is Government that should be made to take the initiative. Everywhere in the world where there are developments in the use of Wind Power, for example, it is through “government-enabling initiatives”, whether in Germany, Denmark, USA, Spain, India, the UK and the Netherlands, in the first generation, and now in China, Canada, various South American countries, and Australia. 

In the USA, the biggest ever Wind Farm took only one year to set up. Literally millions of KWH of the grid in the USA come from Wind Farms. Thousands of jobs were created. Instead of paying for increasingly expensive fossil fuels, the same money pays workers for the ongoing upkeep of the farm. Wind Power is already cheaper than coal-produced power (if you include as a cost the health bills of miners) and could supply 10% of world power needs by the year 2020. Already by 2010, 10% of the power supply for Europe will be from Wind Farms. 

In the next 15 years, the cost of production of Wind Farms is expected to decrease by 50%. Mauritius, Rodrigues and Agalega are blessed with constant South East Trade Winds that make wind energy very easy. CEB is planning already to set up 3 Wind turbines in Trefles, in Rodrigues.

As well as Wind Power being an enormous potential, there is also power production from the movement of the sea, which is ideal for islands like Mauritius, Rodrigues and Agalega. There is both Wave Energy (one type of technology, where turbines are turned by the coming and going of each wave near the edge of the sea) and there is Tidal Energy (the constant rise and fall of the tide turning turbines). Britain has recently invested 1.1 million pounds in a Tidal plant.

And then there is Solar Energy. In Mauritius we already use solar heaters on our houses for water. We also already see some solar panels for some streetlights. Solar panels can be used for domestic purposes too, to cover running radios, TVs and lighting. Then there are also immense plants that, with the aid of huge reflecting mirrors, heat up water, turn it into steam and then turn turbines the same way coal does.

So, instead of Mauritius continuing to accept old technology (and often ‘dumping’ of obsolete technology from Europe and elsewhere), we propose massive investment in new, modern forms of power-production.

Conclusion

So, these are some of the real alternatives that are part of the Lalit campaign. World-wide (and here it is the same) people are sick to death of development plans that are concocted in the interests of facilitating capitalists and their profit. Worldwide people are sick to death of growing pollution. World-wide people are sick to death of less and less democratic accountability.

The planet itself is in danger. Our food. Our air. Our means of staying alive.

And time is running out. 
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