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Ladies and Gentlemen

Dear Students

Good afternoon. I am very pleased to be in your midst ,once again, this year,
for the 3" Edition of the University of Mauritius Research Week 2009/2010.
I thank the organisers for inviting me today for the Opening ceremony and
for giving me the opportunity to make an address. Let me also congratulate
one and all for this very laudable initiative in the promotion and advancement

of knowledge and innovation for the benefit of our society at large.

3rd Edition

L& G, Universities are temples of enquiry, knowledge creation and
dissemination, and they play a key role in shaping societal values. In order to
maintain their relevance, they are called upon to be in the forefront of
creativity and innovation. They often have to reinvent themselves in order to
serve society better. In to-day’s context of new challenges, the missions of

universities is all the more demanding.



Allow me to quote the American Futurist, Ray Kurzweil who had this to say:

“In the 19™ century we saw more technological change than in the 9 centuries
preceding it. Then in the 20 years of the 20" century we saw more
advancement than in all of the 19" century. Now paradigm shifts occur in
only a few years time. So we won’t experience 100 years of progress in the

21 st century—it will be more like 20,000 years of progress.”

Societies and civilizations are at an important cross-road.

The priority of priorities for the global community, including Universities, is
the promotion of a new development paradigm for humanity: knowledge—

based, innovative and sustainable.

And in this 3™ Millenium, Knowledge will be the prime mover of competitive
advantage and prosperity of nations .In fact it is scientific knowledge and its

judicious application that will constitute the DNA of the New Societies.

[ note that for this 3™ Edition of the Research Week, the chosen theme is
:SGI3(Sustainable Green Intelligent Innovative Island. This year’s theme
builds upon and expands on the previous years’ themes which were (i) in
2007 Research & Innovation Challenges and (i) in 2008 2007) Sustainable

Development and Innovation.



I consider the theme of this conference highly topical ,very timely and
responsive to the new aspirations of the global community. We all recognize
that environmental challenges have become global concerns and require

well calibrated local initiatives and strategies.

Timing and Challenge

This event is coming at a time when we, in Mauritius, are fully engaged in
the process of reinventing, recreating a new Mauritius, with more
opportunities for all. This situation calls for new mindsets and lateral parallel
thinking and collaborative. Indeed, the time to innovate has never before been
so pressing. We have to be bold and daring and take Mauritius where it has

never ventured before.

In order to reach the next level of development, the challenge for Mauritius
is to craft a new strategy that will bring together and harness the potential of
Science, R& D, Technology and Innovation for national development. Our
common aim should be to make of Mauritius a land of Knowledge and

Innovation.

This conference 1is, therefore, an ideal platform for the Academic
community and its stakeholders to come together , to share knowledge and
experiences and to gauge the challenges and opportunities ahead of us in our

collective efforts of making Mauritius a model of sustainable development.



This event is also an opportunity for the University , which has served our
society with honours, to break new grounds and make new contributions, as

is expected of centers of higher learning worldwide.

It is a testimony of the commitment taken by the University authorities in the
University Strategic Plan 2006-2015 and The Strategic Research and
Innovation Framework (SRIF) 2009-2015 to position the University as a

national institution that promotes:

Athe creation of new knowl edge, dri
Y

Il brant, growing society with posit

I note also that the organizers have innovated this year by including a Virtual
Conference in the programme. This is a good example of the application of
New Technology in the promotion of learning and expanding of access to
knowledge. This is very much in line with our Prime Minister’s vision of
harnessing new technologies for expanding educational opportunities for all
in all areas. Telemedicine is becoming a reality . New initiatives are under
way to make of Mauritius a digital society. The operationalisation of the
Open University will be yet another concrete example of this evolving

national e-strategy.

This conference demonstrates that the University of Mauritius can be a most
valuable partner in addressing issues of national importance and arouse
greater consciousness among our students, researchers and the community

on fundamental challenges confronting Mauritius and the need for Mauritius



to be adaptive and forward looking in the face of global warming and

climatic changes.

Green and sustainable development

L & G ,the issue of Green and sustainable development is indeed our single
most important challenge. Sustainability has emerged as a major economic,
social and technological challenge for humanity. This issue has caught the
spotlight in the wake of the disastrous impact of climate change on the eco-
systems and their present and future development. A key goal of sustainable
development is to enable all citizens to satisfy their basic needs and enjoy a
better quality of life without compromising the quality of life of future
generations. It 1s highly opportune that our best brains delve into this critical

issue and formulate workable strategies .

It 1s unfortunate that strategies at international level have not been promising
enough to provide hope that we can rescue our planet from the scourges of
hurricanes, heat waves, tsunamis and floods, to name a few calamities that

can strike anytime and anywhere.

The Kyoto Protocol of 2005 has had mitigated results as countries may not
be able to meet the target of 5.2% reductions of Greenhouse Gas Emission
over the period 2008-2012, notwithstanding that the most powerful economy
in the world did not sign the protocol. The lack of commitment amplifies the
potential for a reversal of economic and social progress that has been so
painstakingly built up over centuries. Even, the recent Copenhagen summit

has failed to meet expectations for decisive pledges and concrete action plans
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that can help reverse a trend towards serious environmental degradation. We
can only hope that the Green Climate Fund of $30bn which is expected to
reach $100bn by 2020, as announced during the Copenhagen Conference,
will be translated into reality and that measures for technology transfer to

developing countries will be implemented, as promised.

However, on our part, we need to identify our own solutions for the dangers
that are lurking on the horizon. On the external front, as an open and export
oriented economy, we have to prepare so that our products and services
satisfy the existing and emerging tests of environmental conformity.
Internally, we have to reckon that our economy is most vulnerable to the
impact of climate change that is leading to a rise in the level of the sea and its
surface temperature and has potential for the erosion of our beaches as well
as the bleaching of our corals. We should not forget to include the impact of
climate change on small planters, subsistence agriculture, the fisher
community, our marine resources, the health and well-being of our

population.

We need to research all avenues to safeguard our environment which has
attracted tourists and investors to our island, enabling Mauritius to reach
status of a Middle Income country. In this context, our academia has a critical
responsibility to come up with ideas and valid measures that can complement

Government’s efforts to grapple with the new environmental conditions.



Environmental Protection

Our Government has placed environmental protection high on the agenda. As
announced in 2008/2009 budget, Mauritius has ambition to build an
Attractive, Modern, Inclusive, Green, Open economy. In Budget 2010,
Government has increased public sector investment to Rs 24bn, prioritizing
the concept of Maurice Ile Durable, as a strategy to promote consumption of
cleaner energy and development of green infrastructure. The strong emphasis
on public sector investment reflects Government vision for a modern and
dynamic economy, respectful of our environment. I admit we must address
numerous hurdles when implementing complex and huge developmental
projects. But we are making efforts. The 2010 Environmental Performance
Index(EPI) of Yale and Columbia University ranked Mauritius 6™ among 163
countries and 1* in Africa. Notwithstanding this remarkable achievement, our
aim for eco-friendly and environment enhancing infrastructure must

continue to remain on track.

This is no longer an option, it is an obligation, a compulsion. We have to
reckon with the growing movement of changing consumer attitudes and
behaviours in support of green, environmental and ecological marketing.
These are no longer fashion fads: they form part of a growing global

movement in the interest of the planet.

I am glad that Mauritius is actively participating in a regional UNIDO project
which is assisting seven participating countries to create an operational Clean
Development Mechanism and a voluntary carbon market framework. With

the support of UNIDO & UNEP, we are also looking forward for the setting
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up of a Resource Efficient and Cleaner Production Programme that will

facilitate the transition to cleaner production in the industrial sector.

Several initiatives have been taken by the government lately in favour of a
cleaner textile industry. These include the hosting of a conference of the
International Textile Manufacturers Federation Confederation(ITMF) in

October 2008 on challenges for a

“ Greener and more sustainable Textile Industry”, which was followed by a
workshop in July 2008, to sensitise operators on the importance for a greener
and sustainable industry . Regulations regarding industrial waste and effluent

discharge regulations and standards have also been prepared.

On its part, the Private sector is becoming more aware and is getting more

involved in promoting sustainable development.

L& G,Mauritius has achieved remarkable economic and social success over
the past 42 years, based on governance, political stability, exceptional use of
preferential trade agreements for its sugar and textile exports, and the
development of strong tourism and financial services industries, supported by
our education and health systems. A low per capita income of about US$260
at independence has moved up to reach over $7,500. We now have a more

diversified economic structure.



However, we cannot remain complacent of our achievements and need to
promote a new phase of our development. We must aspire now to be the most
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the region, coupled
with the capacity for sustainable socio-economic growth, employability, with
more and better jobs and greater cultural cohesion. The qualitative

dimensions of development must now be mainstreamed.

R& D & I( Research, Development and Innovation)

It is in this context that we need to reassess the relevance ,role and
contribution of  Science, Research & Development, Technology and
Innovation and evolve strategies that directly impact on our developmental

priorities while making optimum use of the available resources and facilities

We know that we have a number of Science and Research-based
organizations, both in the public and private sectors, engaged in Research
activities at various levels and in different institutions and are addressing
some of our current and emerging areas of priority. The Land Based
Oceanography project, and others on Ocean Thermal Energy Conversion,
desalination, Geothermal Energy, Seaweeds, Biopolymers,
Biopharmaceuticals, Biomaterials, and Biodiversity constitute concrete

examples to pave the way for an intelligent island .

We already have a few institutions with experience in the development of our
resources. The Mauritius Oceanographic Institute, for instance, is working on
sea sponges and mangroves to investigate potential pharmaceutical

properties. The Mauritius Sugar Industry Research Institute has developed
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expertise in genetic screening of sugarcane varieties, including identification
of disease markers. The Mauritius Research Council has undertaken detailed
profiling of the deep seawater surrounding our island, with regard to the
development of a Land Based Oceanic Industry. It is also conducting
extensive analysis of the seaweeds that occur naturally in our lagoons, with a

view to opening up a Seaweed based Industry.

As you are aware the University of Mauritius has the privilege of being the
regional node for Bioinformatics of the Southern African Network for
Biosciences (SANBI0), to coordinate the development and implementation of
a programme for training and capacity building in bioinformatics for the
Southern African region. I understand that a SANBio Bioinformatics

Workshop will be held in Mauritius during this month.

L & G you are aware that in September 2008, Dr the Honourable Navin
Ramgoolam, our Prime Minister created the Ministry of Industry, Science and
Research as part of Government’s overall strategy to promote a modern and
vibrant economy base propelled by innovation, technology, knowledge and
specialized skills, while addressing the environmental challenges and
opportunities. It is a historically and internationally established fact that the
world economy has been transformed by scientific developments,
technological prowess and cutting edge innovation at different stages of its
development. For example ,in the US 50% of the growth in the American
economy in the last forty years has been due to investments in R & D with the
private sector being a major driver.( Report of President Clinton’s Council of

Economic Advisers).
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Reinforcing our scientific and technological innovation base is one of
government’s top priority while involving the nation in the process is critical.
Creating better synergies and acquiring strategic intelligence to guide
evidence-based STI/R&D must be a central policy consideration . The fruits of
Science, R & D and Innovation must directly affect and improve the quality of
life of our citizens. Science popularization and communication is also
essential in our drive for innovation It is in this context that the Rajiv Gandhi
Science Centre has launched the Mauritius Science Portal. For the promotion

of creativity and Design, the Fashion and Design Institute has been created.

L & G, In view of the size of our economy, limited resources and the
numerous challenges we have to face on different fronts, we have to evolve a
model where we are able to achieve greater output for fewer inputs with lower
reliance on natural resources. There must be a judicious balancing between

optimum organizational performance and environmental impact.

Policy
It is in this context that my Ministry, as part of its responsibility, is currently

revisiting our STI/R&D priorities, policy and structure with the objective of
resolving the innovation paradox by more effectively tapping into the
practical applications of academic research and spreading innovation more
broadly throughout the economy, through a stronger education-research-
innovation-industry  partnership, inter-institutional partnerships multi-

disciplinarity and teamwork.
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A strong science-industry interface is essential for meeting the unprecedented
challenges we face, especially in the context of compounded effects by
climate change. If Louis Pasteur said, “Science knows no country, because
knowledge belongs to humanity, and is the torch which illuminates the
world”, we need to take heed of the necessity to further develop our
industries, bringing in new ideas, new concepts and new designs, without

losing track of our immense socio-cultural heritage.

My Ministry is looking forward to working closely with the University of
Mauritius in consolidating the University Industry interface, giving concrete
shape to the Science and Technology Park project and in facilitating

Technology Transfer.

We need to reinforce every mechanism that will allow our universities and
industries to find effective and productive ways to work together. It will be a
way out of the innovation paradox. Our universities and public research
institutions could eventually aim at creating spin-off companies once they are

strong enough.

Other_strategic Priorities

Some of our other strategic priorities for STI/R&D policy should include the

following:

« About 0.3% - 0.4% of our GDP has been devoted to R&D for the past few
years, most coming from Government, i.e. public funds. There is need to
achieve the 1% of GDP investment target for R&D; and also a balanced
sharing of costs and investments by Government and Private sector.
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The efficient use of existing policies and investment facilitation

instruments for strategic basic and applied research;

The implementation of an integrated approach to innovation as a cross-

cutting dimension and the setting up of a National Innovation System

The strengthening of the building blocks for science, technology and
innovation (public and private funding, human capital development, public
acceptance of science and technology, enhanced research infrastructure

and facilities);

The reinforcement and dissemination of tools, including IPR and

Patenting, for knowledge transfer and marketing of research results;

Strong emphasis on regional and international R&D cooperation, both in
the bilateral and the multilateral context within the concept of S&T

Diplomacy.

L & G, Mauritius has no choice but to prepare to operate in a more and more

globally competitive environment. This transition demands that traditional

sectors be revisited and consolidated while new emerging sectors be explored

in order to diversify the economic portfolio and increase our resilience to

global shocks.

In this context, we have come up with a new strategic plan for the industry

sector. The new strategies are based on an entrepreneurial and innovation led

model of development to spearhead technology, skills and knowledge based

industrial activities.
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The strategies are also in line with our vision to achieve a globally
competitive, environmentally sustainable and socially responsible industrial

sector, propelled by Science, Technology and Innovation.

In this context, we have set the following objectives:

To enhance the global competitiveness of the industrial sector

To foster development of integrated, high-tech and innovative industries

To sustain quality through recognized standards

e To promote science and research for wealth generation, job creation and

sustainable development.

There 1s no doubt that R & D & I will be increasingly called upon to play a
catalytic role not only for our Industry but also for all sectors of our
economy .It can significantly improve the international perception of
Mauritius as a regional science-based centre, and increase the country’s
credibility to attract research and commercially related foreign direct
investment. This would represent a new area with opportunities even for

venture capital. We could eventually work on a system of R&D Free Zone.

L & G,

This Research Week acts as a good opportunity for more upcoming
collaborations ,intellectual exchange of the latest research work undertaken
by the University while exploring the possible commercial applications of the
results of R&D. Getting some of the key experts and stakeholders together is

vital for the for establishing new areas that can be exploited.
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These are exciting times for humanity at large. To live, to work and to lead
happy lives we have to learn, unlearn and relearn throughout our lives. This
can only happen in societies which have put in place strong National R & D
& I systems which not only respond but also anticipate the aspirations of

society and its citizens.

This conference, in my view, is a major step in the direction of creating a

Culture of Knowledge and Innovation for national development.I once again

commend the organisers for this very laudable initiative.

With these few words, may I, Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for your

attention and declare the 2010 University of Mauritius Research Week open.

D. G.

Monday, February 15, 2010
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