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How is freedom defined in our trade? Is it absolute freedom to publish or broadcast? Or is 
freedom a matter of degree?

In fact, freedom is rather seen as a matter of degree. For it is always debatable whether we 
are fully free or partly free. 

In Mauritius, the press enjoys freedom to the extent it is guaranteed by the Constitution of 
the land. That freedom is restrained, however, by provisions of the law regarding libel in 
civil law and so-called ‘criminal defamation’ as provided for in criminal law.

Freedom is  also  measured  in  terms  of  intervention  from the  State.  Empirical  evidence 
suggests that the State has been using a whole gamut of formal and informal measures to 
impress upon media practitioners to ‘toe the line’.

For the past months, we have witnessed a trend towards using the police apparatus and the 
regulatory framework to rein in practitioners whose reports have challenged the political 
establishment. Reporters have actually been arrested for allegedly committing some type of 
misdemeanour on charges as fanciful as infringement on ‘restricted’ property. Charges of 
publishing false news have also been initiated in some cases. 

Furthermore,  politicians  in  power  have  not  failed  to  register  complaints  with  the 
Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA) following statements made or reports carried on 
private radios.  

It  often  happens  that  charges  are  dropped  but  the  end  result  of  journalists  facing 
prosecution, in government’s expectation, is practitioners internalizing the need for greater 
caution  in  delivering  news  or  expressing  viewpoints,  if  not  practising  outright  self-
censorship. 

The  psychological  pressure  on  private  radios  is  still  stronger  as  their  functions  and 
obligations are well defined in the law. The policy maker can revoke a broadcast licence or 
choose not to renew it.

Government can also use other institutions to restrict press freedom. Empirical evidence 



shows the tax department, the pension office and the labour inspectorate have been used to 
harass newspaper companies. Private companies having the State as controlling shareholder 
can also serve as a bargaining chip in business dealings with private media. The advertising 
budget of such State-controlled companies can also be used as leverage in case of conflict 
between the government and media.

The  advertising  resources  of  State  institutions  have  for  long  been  used  as  a  strategic 
weapon  by  each  successive  Government  engaged  in  a  sanctions/reward  game with  the 
media.  One media house is presently suing the State on this issue, its contention being 
arbitrary boycott in government advertising in spite of its purported wide audience. 

Understandably,  pro-government  media  are  handsomely  rewarded  with  government 
advertising funds, whatever be their circulation or audience. Advertising revenue is denied 
or restricted in volume to media suspected of being hostile to government. 

Depriving newspapers of advertising revenue has developed into a natural reflex among 
partisan strategists. One particular case in point goes back to the early seventies. A pro-
Government lobby called Le Club des Coalisés Réalistes, close to Gaëtan Duval, leader of 
the Parti Mauricien Social Democrate (PMSD). Duval, a fiery Opposition   figure,    had 
joined Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam in a government coalition. The PMSD lobby brought 
pressure to build on Le Mauricien daily and the Week-End weekly. The two papers were 
accused  of  supporting  the  new  Opposition  force,  the  Mouvement  Militant  Mauricien 
(MMM). This pressure group impressed upon private companies not to provide advertising 
revenue to Le Mauricien and Week-End. The editors of the newspapers were also subjected 
to moral harassment. One editor was actually forced into exile.

Moral harassment has often been deployed by government leaders to destabilize editors or 
senior journalists perceived as being supportive of the Opposition. Following the General 
Election of 1983 when the MMM made a bid for power, the chief editors of two dailies 
having the largest circulation were systematically harassed by government parties to the 
point  that  both  retired  after  the  MMM lost  the  election.  Names  of  targeted  journalists 
suspected of supporting the MMM were mentioned during mass rallies when supporters 
were whipped into a frenzy. 

Such harassment is also meant to drive home to shareholders of media companies the threat 
of financial  boycott  or hostile State intervention in their own business dealings.  As the 
cover price of a newspaper hardly meets the cost of production,  media executives rely 
heavily on advertising to stay in business. The cost of importing newsprint from distant 
suppliers weighs heavily on the operating expenses of newspapers.  The prospect of losing 
Government  advertising  and  the  threat  of  private  sector  advertising  revenue  being 
compromised are likely to deter newspaper companies from supporting a senior journalist. 
In a cost-benefit analysis, editorial independence is outweighed by economics.  

Still, in restraining press freedom, even more potent than outright financial strangulation or 
moral harassment stands the formidable weapon of libel.  In the Mauritian environment, 
libel laws are heavily loaded in favour of parties taking exception to a press report which is 
written in good faith, in the public interest but not totally accurate. It is often a difficult task 
to prove the accuracy of such a report in the absence of official documents. Indeed, access 



to official documents is denied under the provisions of the Official Secrets Act. No State 
employee will be willing to depone in favour of the media in a libel case. 

Where the good faith of the media would be upheld in Western courts of law, such cases 
are likely to fail in Mauritius if the materiality of the facts mentioned in an article is not 
proved. Good faith and the public interest do not always prevail in Mauritius.

By filing a series of lawsuits based on fine legal points, a political lobby stands a good 
chance of destabilising the personnel of a newspaper whose representatives will have to 
spend considerable  time attending  court  proceedings.  A daily  supporting  an  opposition 
party folded in the past after it failed to meet the cost of libel damage.   

As  of  a  late,  a  rarely  used  legal  provision  -  that  of  criminal  defamation  -  is  being 
increasingly used against the media. The law provides for the arrest and prosecution of any 
practitioner or publisher following a complaint made to the police by an aggrieved party. 
Since criminal defamation is an arrestable offence, any journalist facing such a charge has 
to go through the technical process of going under police custody before being released on 
bail.  The provision of criminal defamation has been removed from the statute books of 
England. Mauritius is following a contrary trend.  

Initiating libel cases in civil courts and criminal defamation proceedings forms part of a 
strategy to  instil  a  reflex  of  self-censorship  among media practitioners.  Once  cases  are 
brought before the court, newspapers would tend to refrain from writing on the issue to 
avoid the risk of committing the offence of contempt of the court. It is not a rare occurrence 
in  Mauritius to use some form of  legal  gagging to  stop a public  scandal  from causing 
further damage.   

Besides soft tactics of economic boycott and legal pressure, the provision of ‘trespassing’ 
has been used against two reporters who went to investigate a case of neighbourhood noise 
level complaint  opposing a group of residents and a political bigwig. A similar argument 
of trespassing was also used against two radio reporters  who were investigating a case 
against a cleric. They were even beaten up in a place of worship by the supporters of the 
cleric.    

Freedom of the press is also restrained in Mauritius by the absence of competition in free-
to-air broadcast television. A partial liberalisation of the electronic media was carried out in 
2001 and three private radios were licensed to operate. However, the government of the day 
failed  to  keep  its  electoral  promise  of  privatising  one  of  the  three  analogue  television 
channels  of  the  public  broadcaster.  All  governments  in  Mauritius  invariably  use public 
television as an effective communication tool. Surveys prove that public television has a 
wide  viewership.  It  is  also  believed  that  in  the  course  of  the  last  electoral  campaign, 
government spin doctors extensively used television to undermine the Opposition. Though 
the enactment  on the public  broadcaster  prohibits  partisan  bias,  the Opposition did not 
make a legal challenge in Court on that issue. 

Free-to-air television is available in almost all households in Mauritius. Satellite television 
providing  content  from  abroad  is  allowed  in  Mauritius.  However,  satellite  television 
accessibility is limited as households already pay a fee of Rs. 100 (around $3) per month to 



the public broadcaster.  They are reticent  to pay about ten times more to access  foreign 
channels  that  do  not  provide  local  content,  still  less  political  news  and  reports  on  the 
Mauritian setup. By migrating to digital technology, the public broadcaster had developed 
capacity to run as many as sixteen channels now. Government has so far not shown its 
willingness to make available the least television channel to a private company. By running 
several  channels,  the public  broadcaster  has created  the impression that  diversity  exists 
while it is more than obvious that state monopoly stays entrenched. It is also pre-empting 
competition by crowding the market. 

Technological  innovation  may  still  allow  some  form  of  private  IPTV  but  again, 
accessibility to computers is not as universal as television. IPTV would hardly match the 
reach and firepower of the public free-to-air broadcasts. 

Freedom of the press in Mauritius is inextricably linked to the issue of transparency. What 
is behind the delivery of news in the media? Who owns the media? And is there a particular 
agenda each media outlet is serving? The answer to these questions will help shed light on 
how transparent the media of Mauritius are.

It is obvious in the case of the public broadcaster that the state enjoys a monopoly on free-
to-air  television.  The  State  effectively  controls  both  the  Board  of  the  MBC  and  its 
management. Indeed, the Prime Minister appoints the director-general of the MBC. In at 
least  three  cases,  the  director-general  served  as  adviser  at  the  Prime  Minister’s  Office 
before  being  appointed  as  head  of  the  public  broadcasting  corporation.  The  first  ever 
director-general was a former member of the legislative team of the Labour party. The close 
links between the head of government and the head of the MBC have been instrumental in 
shaping the policy of the public broadcaster and in its modus operandi as a key instrument 
in delivering government and party-in-power communication. 

The  partisan  control  of  the  MBC  has  long  stayed  a  major  controversy  in  Mauritius. 
Opposition parties always undertake to free the MBC from political control. However, once 
in power, all parties come to realise that considerable benefits in terms of almost universal 
communication could be derived from controlling the public broadcaster. 

When  three  private  radio  licences  were  issued,  new actors  emerged  in  the  business  of 
electronic media. Two of the three private radios were linked to two newspaper companies 
that eventually developed into the two leading media houses of Mauritius. The third radio 
was associated with a foreign operator already running such a business in England. While 
the third radio chose not to upset the government, the two radio stations associated with 
newspaper companies made it  a point to sharpen their differences with the public radio 
broadcaster  by  adopting  an  aggressive  anti-Establishment  line.  Understandably,  the 
ownership  of  the two radio  stations  and  suspicions  of  their  partisan  bias  -  a  matter  of 
controversy - became a political issue. The two stations very quickly won a big audience, 
overtaking all public channels.

To better understand how transparency is linked to ownership and how control of the media 
becomes  an  issue  of  politics,  economic  power  and  ethnicity  in  a  plural  society  like 
Mauritius,  reference  will  have  to  be  made to  some historical  facts.  Ever  since  French 
colonisation and well until the 1850s, that is 40 years after British rule, the print media 



were owned by the French Whites who controlled the economy. In fact, the longest French 
White-owned newspaper, Le Cernéen, was launched in a context where slavery was being 
abolished in the British Empire.  French White slave-owning planters launched Le Cernéen 
to fight for their financial interests. The paper survived as a mouthpiece for the economic 
and political rights of French Whites well into the late 1970s.

As from the 1850s, a new class of Mauritians came to be involved in newspaper publishing. 
Indeed, the community known as the Coloured and made of people of mixed European, 
African and Indian origin came to assert its rights in opposition to the White oligarchy. The 
man fighting for this cause,  Rémy Ollier, published the first non-White paper called La 
Sentinelle. Though La Sentinelle did not stay long in business, a new phenomenon came to 
be established in the media landscape - the ability of the Coloured to play a decisive role in 
shaping public opinion.  

Ever since Ollier, Coloured ownership of the media helped to a large extent in legitimising 
the rights of this community in colonial times. The term Coloured was later abandoned and 
the Creole label came to be increasingly used. In the 1920s, a Creole family took control of 
a White-owned paper, Le Mauricien.   

Later, when accession to independence opposed Labour and the PMSD, White and Creole 
papers played a key role in supporting the White-sponsored PMSD in opposing the end of 
colonial rule. In fact, in the face of what was perceived as a threat of Hindu hegemony 
following independence, the French White economic establishment and Coloured lobbies 
combined their efforts in fighting the Hindu-supported Labour party. The PMSD managed 
to rally almost all non-Hindu votes against the Labour Party. 

Not  all  Creole  papers  supported  the  PMSD.  In  fact,  a  group  of  pro-Labour  Creole 
professionals and intellectuals started a paper, L’Express, in 1963. The main objective of 
L”Express was to respond to the highly effective impact  Le Mauricien and Le Cernéen 
were  having on the non-Hindu component of the population.  But in a  matter  of  time, 
L’Express  chose  to  rebrand  itself  as  mainstream  paper  and  adopted  techniques  of 
professional journalism.  The paper is strongly supported by the business community. The 
family owning Le Mauricien later launched a very successful Sunday paper, Week-End. 
That  media  house  has  changed  policy  after  independence,  by  branding  itself  as  a 
mainstream paper. Le Cernéen collapsed in the late 1970s. 

Still on the issue of ownership of media and transparency, though some marginal ‘Indian’ 
newspapers came to be published in the early 1900s, it was not until the early 1940s that the 
first ‘Indian’ owned French-language daily came to join the debate. That paper, Advance, 
was launched by Muslim traders and Hindu intellectuals. In a matter of time, it became the 
most popular daily of the country. But its influence declined after independence. It actually 
folded after Labour suffered its first-ever electoral defeat in 1982. A Muslim-owned pro-
Labour daily,  The Star,  became a weekly and has survived so far.  Other  Hindu-owned 
French-language papers, The Nation (pro-Labour) and The Sun supporting the Mouvement 
Socialiste Militant (MSM) of the Jugnauth family have not managed to survive beyond two 
decades.



Ownership of the print media has been largely in Creole hands. Those papers have claimed 
a  wide  readership  in  all  communities.  By commanding  such an  extensive  reach  in  the 
population, Creole papers have been challenged by the Hindu political elite which suspects 
those media outlets of supporting the Opposition. When the MMM challenged Aneerood 
Jugnauth  in  1983 and  fielded  Paul  Bérenger  as  a  contender  for  Prime-ministership,  an 
acrimonious debate started on the role of Le Mauricien and L’Express in determining the 
outcome of the election. Jugnauth’s party and its Labour and PMSD allies openly attacked 
the two papers. After they won the election, the editors of the two papers were removed by 
their respective companies.

The Hindu political establishment often expresses its nervousness in the face of its inability 
to control the print media and the privately-owned radio stations.

Since the late 1980s, the country is witnessing a paradigm shift in media ownership. The 
readership of the Creole-owned print media has faced constant erosion after the arrival of 
new players, mainly the Defi Media house which runs a daily, two weeklies and the most 
popular radio platform, Radio Plus. A new daily, Le Matinal, has also built readership at the 
expense  of  Creole-owned papers.  Radio One which forms part  of  the L’Express  media 
house is outgunned by Radio Plus and the combination of all public radios.

The  new  media  landscape  of  the  21st century  will  probably  see  an  accelerated 
diversification  of  ownership.  Empirical  evidence  suggests  the  Hindu political  elite  and 
Muslim business and political interests seem to be mounting a challenge to French-White 
control of the economy. As control of the print and electronic media has been linked in the 
past to the capture - or denial of - political power, it is more than likely that ownership and 
transparency will fuel public debate for quite some time in the future. The Hindu political 
elite is unlikely to relinquish control of public broadcasting while it is determined restrict 
the reach of a section of the print media. Only time will tell if it will be a total war between 
political power and the platforms of mass communication (print, electronic, Internet).  Or, 
whether it will be a limited war between power and the traditional print media.  


