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ADDRESS BY HON SHOWKUTALLY SOODHUN
 MINISTER OF LABOUR, INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AND EMPLOYMENT
 OPENING OF NATIONAL TRIPARTITE CONFERENCE AND EXHIBITION ON SAFETY AND HEALTH  -  ELECTRICAL SAFETY AT THE WORKPLACE
 Thursday 16 September 2004 at 09.30 hours
Labourdonnais Hotel, Caudan
 The Chairpersons of the IRC, NRB
Representatives of Federations of Trade Unions,
The Chairman and Director of the
Mauritius Employers Federation,
The Safety and Health Officers,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
             This is the fourth consecutive year that my Ministry is organizing the national campaign on safety and health, which has now become an annual feature.  We started the campaign in 2001 with the aim of sensitizing workers and the members of the public in general on safety and health at work.  Our objective was to create a greater awareness of the safety and health risks at work and to develop a preventive approach.
 Ladies and Gentlemen, safety and health are human rights issues.  They are vital as they deal with human life.  This is why we have been placing so much emphasis on the safety and health of our labour force and have tried to shift the focus of the Ministry from simple enforcement and policing to more proactive and preventive strategies.
             I would like to share with you some of the statistics on the rate of accidents at the workplace.  A total of 461 accidents have been reported to my Ministry in 2003, out of which 184 were serious accidents.  72 accidents were due to electricity between 1999 and 2004.  12 were fatal ones.  In 2003 and 2004, out of 56 and 35 accidents respectively, 4 were due to electrical shock.  It is noted also that the highest rate of accidents is the construction and transport sectors.
             I organized recently at my Ministry a workshop on accidents in the construction industry to identify the problems and recommend preventive strategies.
             These statistics indicate that there is an urgent need to take further measures to reinforce our preventive actions and to ensure that the employers, the workers, the trade unions, the safety and health officers and the inspectorate assume their responsibilities fully.  Government has on its part taken several measures to strengthen the protection of workers, namely -
Ø       The penalties for non compliance with the safety and health standards have been increased from Rs 5,000 to Rs 10,000 for workers and Rs 10,000 to Rs 75,000 for employers with two years imprisonment.  I will certainly consider making these penalties more severe if cases of negligence at the workplace continue to increase.
Ø       The Government has recently decided to allow exemption from duties on protective equipment.  A committee has been set at the Ministry to consider and recommend applications for duty exemptions to the Ministry of Finance.
Ø       The Occupational Safety, Health and Welfare Act is being reviewed so as to provide more effective support for enforcement and control at the workplace.
Ø       Regulations for the prohibition of the use of raw asbestos and amphiboles at the workplace have been introduced.
Ø       Guidelines have been issued on the safety measures to be taken in handling asbestos.
Ø       An Accident Investigation Unit has been set up to conduct rapid investigation and to follow up all cases of accidents.  The Unit intervenes immediately after a case of accident is reported.
Ø       A Prosecution Unit has been set up to follow up all the matters referred to Court.
As far as the enforcement of the legislation is concerned, we have increased the number of inspectors since 2001 and have resorted to the recruitment of officers on contract basis.  The recent Pay Research Bureau report has, on the recommendations of my Ministry, proposed a post of Head, Specialist Support Services.  A Specialist Support Service has already been set up with qualified engineers and a mechanical engineer will be recruited shortly.
In line with our preventive strategy, we have been promoting workers' education programmes both at the Ministry and at the workplace.  Each year, about 3,000 workers are sensitized on issues relating to safety and health.  However, in view of the number of accidents reported at my Ministry, I have set up a committee to consider how to reorient these programmes and ensure better targeting mainly of the high risks occupations.
 We intend to set norms for noise, electricity, use of chemicals at the place of work and asbestos.  As regards migrant workers, regulations for their dormitories have been prepared and will soon be introduced after it is vetted by the State Law Office.
 We are equally proceeding with the setting of a laboratory for occupational safety and health for which provisions have been made in this year's budget.  Equipment costing some Rs 600,000 is being acquired for the measurement of noise.  I am also asking officers of the Occupational Safety and Health Inspectorate to draw a list of high risk workplaces and consider the possibility of requesting the concerned employers to employ a safety and health officer, even if they employ less than 50 workers.
 Occupational Safety and Health remain one of the most important aspects of workers' rights in so far as it deals with the life of workers.  There is no right more fundamental than the right to life.
 Ladies and Gentlemen,
 Health and Safety at the workplace is a matter of concern to all of us. The law defines clearly the responsibility of the employer but employers should go further than the law and ensure that the work environment is safe, without risk and pleasant.  The injury or loss of a worker is also a loss to the company, which loses an experienced worker.
 It should also be underlined that workers have also the responsibility to comply with safety instructions, wear the protective equipment and clothing and ensure that they do not put their own life and those of their co-workers at risk.
I am pleased to mention here that we are now proceeding with the support of the ILO with a study of health risks in the informal sector and will launch a campaign next August on decent work in the informal sector.
             To conclude, I would like to emphasize that legislation in itself may be an effective deterrent but it should be accompanied by effective responses at the level of enterprise in order to tackle occupational safety and health problems continuously.  Each enterprise should set out its own occupational safety and health policy.
             I would like to thank all the employers who are participating in today's exhibition and to express my special appreciation to the Federation of Progressive Union, the only federation which has been taking part in the exhibition for the past four years and which has consistently shown a keen interest for safety and health issues.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
We should by all means ensure decent work.  Decent work is "Safe Work" and safe work is a positive factor for productivity and economic growth, as stated by the Director General of ILO.
             I have the pleasure to declare this national tripartite conference open.
************************************************************
 

SPEECH BY HON. SHOWKUTALLY SOODHUN, MINISTER OF LABOUR, INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AND EMPLOYMENT, REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS
 92nd INTERNATIONAL LABOUR CONFERENCE
 Palais des Nations, Geneva 
Monday 7 June 2004 at 15hrs00
Chairperson, 
            I wish to congratulate you on your appointment as the chairperson of the 92nd session of the International Labour Conference. 
This year's conference would certainly be remembered for the historical report of the World Commission on the Social Dimensions of Globalization.  This report comes at an opportune time, when we, members for Africa and are planning to meet over employment and poverty issues at the Summit to be held in September in Burkina Faso.
With this report, the link between poverty and employment is now being understood in its right perspective.  While new opportunities have emerged with increasing de-localization, resulting from the quest for achieving greater competitiveness.  It is the most vulnerable people who are loosing jobs and dropping back into poverty, which itself is aggravated by problems of AIDS, illiteracy and lack of skills, while fast technical changes increase their insecurity and restrict their employability.
To what extent is the imperative of cost reduction and competitiveness compatible with the labour standards and the dignity of human being?  As a follow up of the report of the World Commission, ILO could conduct a study on the positive impact of labour standards and human rights on competitiveness.
Chairperson,
In response to its numerous challenged, my own country has restructured the sugar sector and is developing new sectors such as ICT, Seafood Hub and a knowledge hub.  Interesting incentives exist for investors so as to create an enabling environment for job creation.  At the same time, Government spends about 44% of its budget on social expenditure, which includes free education and health services, social security benefits, social housing programmes, special assistance for the education of children from poor families, community development projects and micro credit schemes.
Employment creation is our main priority.  Government has set up an Equity fund and a Textile Emergency support scheme, as means to preserve employment in the Export Processing Zone.  A redeployment programme has been introduced to assist retrenched workers find a new job.  Self-employment is being promoted as an alternative and sustainable form of employment to the job seekers.
In order to give a new impetus to the small and medium enterprises sector, Government has recently set up a Ministry for small and medium enterprises and a hawker's palace is being built with a view to offer a safe and customer friendly market to the street operators of the informal sector.
Despite all the economic constraints, the Government of my country has taken great care to adjust the wages of the lowest income groups by granting an annual increase in wages higher than CPI rate.  This year, an increase of 4.5 % was granted while CPI was only 3.9%.  The same increase applies also to social benefits.
The Government of Mauritius has equally given special attention to the fundamental labour standards and has ratified 6 conventions over a period of two years.  It is currently examining the ratification of Convention 87 and the replacement of the Industrial Relations Act by a new legislation as well as the Labour Legislation.  It is our aim to reinforce the structures for conciliation and mediation and the practice of collective bargaining and to strengthen workers' participation in the productivity gains.
As a country whose population is based on labour migration, we are very pleased that migrant labour is on the agenda of this conference.  We have been ensuring that the human rights, the rights to decent wages and decent accommodation of migrant workers are protected.  We shall continue to strengthen the administrative and legal mechanisms so as to improve the management of migrant labour.
Chairperson,
The Government of Mauritius wishes to reiterate its commitment to promote tripartism and social dialogue, as advocated by the Director General, as a means to address the emerging social and economic issues effectively.  We wish also to assure the Director General that we fully support him in his crusade to make decent work a global objective.  This is not a dream, but an objective that we shall attain together guided by clear vision and strong leadership of ILO.
Thank you.                       
*************************************************************************
 

BRAINSTORMING ON EMPLOYMENT POLICIES
  Thursday 11 March 2004 at 14.00 hours
 Conference Room
Ministry of Labour, Industrial Relations & Employment
Mr. Dan Bundhoo,
Mr. N. Treebohun,
Members of the Employment Advisory Committee,
I wish to thank Mr. Dan Bundhoo, Chairperson and the members of the Employment Advisory Committee for this brainstorming session.  I am pleased that the committee has set itself to work on its assignment so quickly and is engaging itself very seriously in reflections on employment strategies.
 
I would like to inform the members of the committee that ILO will be sending an expert in April for 10 days to advise us on employment policies.  I am also launching a national sensitization programme on 15 March in the vulnerable regions with the aim of integrating the poor into the world of work.  This campaign will be held on a pilot basis in 23 most deprived areas of Port Louis and will end in August.  It will also provide us with valuable feedback on the causes of unemployment in these regions.  A report will be prepared after the campaign.
 
I am equally giving a new impetus to the project for the redeployment of redundant workers, which will now be conducted on a regular basis and in a more structured manner, with the collaboration of trade unions, employers and government institutions.
 
These campaigns will not only facilitate employment but also promote a new work culture which would be adapted to our current and future economic and social needs.
 
We want people to realize that work is a means to assert one's dignity.  The Director of ILO has stated in his report on decent work that "work is a defining feature of human existence.  It is a means of sustaining life and of meeting basic needs.  It is also the activity through which individuals affirm their own identity, both to themselves and to those around them.  It is crucial to individual choice, to the welfare of families and to the stability of societies."
 
Employment is the most effective means of removing people from situations of poverty and preventing exclusion.
 
The Central Statistical Office indicates that:
 
(a)             The majority of the unemployed first job seekers were male, young, single, had failed primary and secondary education and had no technical or vocational training.
(b)            About 60% of the reported unemployed first job seekers were men.
(c)             Nearly 80% of the reported unemployed first job seekers were below the age of 25 years.
(d)            85% of the reported unemployed first job seekers were single and 13% were married.
(e)             35% of the reported unemployed first job seekers had not passed the CPE and a further 38% had not passed SC.
(f)               93% of the unemployed first job seekers reported that they had no technical or vocational training.
(g)             56% of the unemployed had not worked for less than a year and 14% were unemployed for a year or more.
 
Let me give you some of my own views and suggestions on the main features of a comprehensive employment strategy.  First, there should be a clear vision of what we want to achieve, not only to tackle the current employment problems but also to shape the future.  One of the questions we should address is how to combine objectives of job creation with the interests of the business community and the nation, at large.
 
Secondly, there is a need to set our priorities very objectively.  Job creation can help us to achieve our objectives of reducing poverty, of making productive use of our resources and of increasing wealth creation.
 
Thirdly, it is important to set a time frame for our strategies.  There is the strong tendency to look at issues as they stand in the present context.  But I believe that we should look towards the future and become more proactive in our approach.
 
Fourthly, we should adopt a holistic approach, which would incorporate both the economic and social concerns.  The concept of decent work of ILO provides the right framework for such an approach as it rests on four goals: social protection, social dialogue, rights and employability.
 
In my own personal view, the core policy areas and issues that should be addressed to-day are:
 
(a)             Macro economic policies that encourage employment creation.  This includes fiscal policies, investment friendly environment, expansion and diversification of markets.
 
(b)            Industrial policies which are geared towards expanding production, incentives and institutional support for small, medium and micro enterprises, creating a stable and peaceful industrial environment.
 
(c)             Labour policies which would promote productivity and sound industrial relations, adequate safeguards for workers and social protection measures.
 
(d)            Policies which would aim at creating employment for the poor, and those who suffer from exclusion.
 
This should in my view, include policies aimed at promoting equal opportunities, skills development and lifelong learning, and regular flow of information.  Discrimination and structural obstacles in the labour market should be eliminated.
 
Last but not least, policies targeted towards women should be identified.  There is a need to look at those factors which inhibit women from joining employment or from improving their employability.  This would imply taking into consideration family and work issues, support services and gender equity policies.
 
I am sharing these reflections with you and invite you to include them in your discussions.  Employment is a central element in the economic and social development of a country and it is important that we address these vital issues that should be integrated into an employment strategy.
 
I have now the pleasure to declare this brainstorming session open.
 

************************************************************

Speech by Hon Showkutally Soodhun :Opening Ceremony of Symposium On The Evolution Of The World Of Work To Mark The 65th Anniversary Of The Ministry Of Labour And Industrial Relations
The Rt Hon Sir Anerood Jugnauth,
President of the Republic,
His Lordship the Mayor of Port Louis,
Hon colleagues Ministers,
Hon Members of the National Assembly,
Excellencies of the Diplomatic Corps,
The Chairpersons of NRB, IRC and
The Vice Chairman of the PAT,
The representatives of employers,
The representatives of Federations of Trade 
Unions,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
I wish to thank all of you for your presence today at the opening ceremony of this symposium on the evolution of the world of work, which has been organized to commemorate the 65th anniversary of my ministry.  We have thought of this symposium as it will give us the opportunity to examine critically the developments, which have taken place in the world of work and to think about the perspectives and challenges lying ahead.
 At the outset, allow me to pay tribute to all those workers and in particular Anjalay, to the trade unionists, the political leaders and men of vision like De Plevitz, Anquetil, Pandit Sahadeo, Curé, Ramnarain, only to name a few, who dedicated themselves wholly to the cause of workers.
The evolution of the world of work is indeed a fascinating theme of reflection, as work influences the daily lives of every citizen as well as every aspect of development. All through the history of the world, it has been observed that the struggle for rights at work has been closely linked with political development and the growth of democratic institutions. 
 It is our special privilege to welcome in our midst the President of the Republic, the Rt Hon Sir Anerood Jugnauth. I wish to thank you Mr. President for having kindly accepted our invitation to share with us your thoughts and vision. 
 You have been a privileged witness and a key player in shaping the destiny of this country during the years that you held the office of Prime Minister and even before those years, you played an active role in promoting fundamental rights.
           You have been among the few political leaders to have stressed on the links between labour rights and the broader economic and social objectives. Throughout your career, you have tried to show consistently that there can be no right without employment security. You have succeeded in building the necessary conditions for economic growth - which is essential to achieve decent work and decent living. Giving every citizen the right to a decent employment has been the main focus of your actions and vision. 
           Today, the Director General of ILO, Mr. Juan Somavia is placing strong emphasis on the same concept, that of creating employment for every citizen as the means of alleviating poverty and respecting the dignity of the human being. In one of his statements, he has pointed out - I quote "There can be no decent work without work itself. The promotion of productive work is the essential concomitant to rights at work." End quote.
 The Nobel Prize economist Amartya Sen has also underlined - 
I quote "It is not adequate to concentrate only on labour legislation. The linkages between economic, political and social actions can be critical to the realization of rights and to the pursuit of the broad objectives of decent work and adequate living for working people" End Quote.
          The world of work today, has a much wider perspective than it had 65 years ago, when trade unions and political leaders were concentrating their actions almost exclusively on basic rights.  
They were correct in doing so, because at that time, the basic rights were still not acquired.
It is clear that in the present context, we have to go beyond the basic rights and consider a large number of other issues including social protection, welfare and health and safety. With the increasing number of women in the labour market, policy issues on discrimination, harassment, family and work have become compelling workplace concerns. 
          In today's globalised world, there is greater labour mobility and increased employment insecurity as enterprises themselves are struggling to survive in a competitive trade environment.  A large group of people is found in the informal sector, which has no rules and no standards. The fast changes in technology calls for constant training and retraining and review of the production methods.
In the modern work environment, more attention has to be paid to issues such as employability, productivity, competitiveness and we have to be careful about preserving employment, reducing disputes and conflicts and improving Industrial relations practices. There is now a greater need for transparence, good governance, gains sharing, participation in decision making and constructive dialogue between the social partners. These are new preoccupations that have emerged and have to be addressed both at enterprise and national levels.  
          Ladies and Gentlemen, history is the main guide of our future. We can draw three main lessons from the events of 1937, 1943 and of the 1970s':
-          First, working conditions should not be left to the market and the fundamental rights of workers should be protected in law to correct the unequal bargaining power between labour and business.
-          Second, when industrial disputes are subjected to power relations, they cause social instabilities. Labour and business obtain more positive outcomes when disputes are addressed through social dialogue.
-          Third, Labour administration is a social stabiliser 'par excellence' as it ensures harmonious employment relations and secures social peace. 
The underlying principles of the labour administration system that was set up in 1938 are still very relevant today. ILO underlines that labour administration is "an instrument of social and economic progress and makes major concrete contribution to a country's development". This is very relevant in a context where the debate is on how to strike the right balance between economic performance and labour standards. 
Labour administration in fact, contributes to socio-economic development by ensuring respect of fundamental rights, by reducing the shock of restructuring, by protecting the right of freedom of association and fostering social dialogue. It is a key instrument in maintaining social peace, which is necessary for employment creation. 
It is with this perspective, that I have been reforming the labour administration system of my ministry and reviewing the procedures for enforcement of the legislation. The advisory and conciliation role of my Ministry has been reinforced and more emphasis is being laid on prevention through education, information sharing and dialogue at all levels.  
        This Government has been consolidating the fundamental rights with the ratification of five conventions within the last two years, including two core conventions - No 100 and 111. We are now modernising the labour laws, including the review of the Industrial Relations Act and the ratification of Convention 87, on which we are working presently. 
        We are also addressing other issues such as family and work and a national policy on family and work and guidelines for family friendly policies will be developed. A Code on Prevention of Sexual Harassment at the Workplace is being prepared and appropriate amendments will be made in the Labour Act in order to strengthen the provisions concerning working women. Training programmes aimed at encouraging greater participation of women in trade unions and decision making committees at the workplace will be organised. A handbook on socially sensitive enterprise restructuring will be issued to employers and trade unions. 
A Code on Conflict Free workplace will be launched next week and tried on a pilot basis in four enterprises. We also intend to promote greater and more effective collective bargaining and to organise training of the social partners to enable them to improve the techniques of fruitful negotiations. A five year strategic plan will be prepared for occupational safety and health with the collaboration of ILO.
I should like to underline that enterprise development and job creation can only flourish if there is a climate of security and political stability. By addressing the crucial issues of law and order, corruption, modernization of the public service and good governance, this Government is preparing the ground for lasting political stability. 
This Government has shown very clearly that it has a strong political  will and we are privileged to have at the head of the Government, a Prime Minister whose career started in the trade union movement, who has been closely involved with the world of work,  is a strong believer in democracy and  has at heart, the interest of the vulnerable groups.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Economic development requires today, a unity of purpose. It requires that we work together. There is no short cut to making Mauritius a prosperous country.  It requires hard work.
We have to move from the traditional culture of confrontation to constructive dialogue. A new partnership, based on mutual respect and the safeguard of mutual interests is emerging between the social partners and Government, but also among the social partners themselves.         
As we commemorate our 65th anniversary, I am proposing today a new social contract that reconciles enterprise security with the workers' security, as a means of addressing our differences in a more constructive way 
Before concluding, I should like to pay a special tribute to my staff for their dedication to the protection of workers' rights, and to thank all the panellists who have agreed to participate in the symposium and to contribute to the special magazine.  I wish also to thank the Mauritius Cultural Centre for organizing the photo exhibition on "La Mémoire du Travail" to mark the 65th anniversary of the Ministry.
I should like finally to make a plea  to employers to recognize the value of social capital for economic efficiency, and that achieving productivity and maintaining social justice and stability depend to large extent on democratic and transparent governance.
My plea to members of the trade union movement, which has been the catalyst of change in the 1940's and 70's is that this is the right time to rethink their structures and methods. I would like here to remind them of the inspiring appeal of the Director General of ILO  to trade unions :
I quote "Workplaces are changing at a pace never seen before.  Family life is changing.  And people are changing.  So your organizations have to change too.  The structures and methods of the 20th century will not work in the 21st century.  In the 20th century, you fought the battle for existence, recognition and influence.  In the 21st century, you will face the challenge of growth and continuing relevance in the eyes of society."  End quote.
Thank You.
*****************************************************************
OPENING OF NATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SAFETY AND HEALTH ON THE THEME OF CHEMICAL SAFETY
Mr Karl Offman, President of the Republic,
Hon Colleagues Ministers,
Hon Members of the National Assembly
Excellencies of the Diplomatic Corps,
Representatives of International Organisations,
Mrs Michèle Nahmias, ILO Expert,
Mr Rogovsky and Mr Ozoux, ILO experts,
The Chairmen of the Industrial Relations Commission and the National Remuneration Board
The Vice President of the Permanent Arbitration Tribunal
The Chairman of MEF
The Presidents of Federations of Trade Unions
Ladies and Gentlemen,

This is the third sensitisation campaign on occupational safety and health that we are organising since 2001 with the collaboration of the International Labour Organisation and private and public sector organisations.
I wish at the outset, to express my sincere thanks to all the participating organisations and my deep appreciation to the ILO and in particular to Mr Assane Diop, Executive Director for the continued support that has been extended to my Ministry.
I should like to welcome Mrs Michèle Nahmias, expert who is here for the training programme in occupational safety and health and Mr Rogovsky and Mr Ozoux, who are also from ILO and have been conducting training on socially sensitive enterprise restructuring. 
Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is a privilege and honour for us that the President of the Republic has once again agreed to open the national tripartite conference and exhibition, this year. As a prominent public personality and as the former Minister of Labour and Industrial Relations, the President has been very sensitive to workers’ rights.
I should like to avail myself of this opportunity to convey to him our appreciation for the unflinching dedication, the sincerity of purpose, objectivity and high sense of integrity, with which he has been working for the achievement of social justice and social peace.
Ladies and gentlemen, 
When we started organising these awareness campaigns two years ago, we had very clear objectives. Though we had a piece of legislation and were engaged in enforcement actions, I considered that applying the law was not sufficient in itself.
I wanted to place more emphasis on preventing accidents rather than acting only after the accidents occur.
When we deal with safety and health, we are dealing with human lives and each one of us has to assume our responsibilities fully. There can be no room for compromise on fundamental rights.
It is the duty of employers to protect the health, safety and welfare of their employees and other people who might be affected by what they do.
It is equally the duty of the worker to take reasonable care for his or her own health and that of others, to cooperate with the employer on safety and health policy and to use correctly work items provided by the employer.
It is not a question of shifting responsibilities or fighting about who should take the precautions. The responsibility of the worker and the employer are well defined in the law and both have to be watchful and vigilant. Our campaign is therefore, focused both on the worker and the employer.
But we want primarily to educate and inform workers so that they are aware of the occupational risks. A worker, who is informed, can participate more actively in safety and health committees and be more cautious at the workplace.
In this respect over the past three years, my Ministry has conducted 62 education sessions for 1185 workers on chemical safety and about 6500 local workers and 2300 foreign workers have been sensitised generally on occupational safety and health issues.
Allow me to underline that Safety and Health officers have an important duty of training and informing workers of occupational risks and protective measures. I have noted with satisfaction that in some sectors, awareness building campaigns are being carried out, namely in the Sugar industry and some non-EPZ manufacturing sectors.
However, such initiatives seem to be very limited and it is expected that safety and health officers in different enterprises or sectors would propose awareness raising plans to their employers.
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
This year, we have chosen the theme chemical safety as use of chemicals is now a growing concern. There are about 133,000 workers in 3,308 enteprises, who are concerned by the use of chemicals at the workplace. 12,000 workers in 268 factories are directly concerned with the manipulation of chemicals.

During the last five years, there have been 31 accidents caused by the use of chemicals and 4 were fatal ones. 11 were in the EPZ sector, 4 in the construction sector, 7 in non-EPZ sector, 3 in the sugar industry and 1 in the cleaning sector. Among the victims, there were 10 foreign workers. The injuries ranged from burns to part or the whole body to permanent incapacity.
There have also been various incidents involving chemicals such as pesticide poisoning, explosion of a store and fire at a chemical plant, which resulted in human casualties, damage to the enterprise and the environment. 
The use of chemicals at the workplace needs therefore, priority attention. My Ministry is already working on regulations for the control of chemicals at the workplace. 
New regulations to ban the importation of raw asbestos and amphiboles is almost finalised and will soon be issued. Regulations for the control of asbestos at the workplace have also been prepared. We have recently acquired equipment to detect the presence of chemical substances at the workplace.
I am also requesting the Occupational Safety and Health Division of my Ministry to conduct an audit of the chemical industries and to submit a report and to establish a research programme.
During this conference, guidelines regarding the use and control of chemicals at the workplace would be discussed with the social partners and finalised.
At the request of the Mauritius Ports Authority, a committee at my Ministry is working on a national policy on port safety. I am advised that the Dangerous Chemicals Bill is also being finalised by the Ministry of Health for introduction into the National Assembly. I wish to mention that consultations have been held with various institutions concerning the setting up of an Occupational Hygiene Laboratory.
The Mauritius Ports Authority has established a Port Disaster Management Plan and a Port Safety and Environment Committee. A national plan on asbestos has been prepared and is being implemented. 
I am also reinforcing the Occuaptional Safety and Health Inspectorate with a view to further professionalize the service. A specialist support unit will be set up within the division, 13 additional staff have been recruited since 2001, and we have made proposals with the Pay Research Bureau on measures to ensure retention of the officers.
As I have mentioned on previous occasions, I am shorlty going to introduce a new Occupational Safety and Health Bill and regulations on electricity and safety signs.
I am proposing to introduce a Safety and Health Management system and had discussions recently with the Institution of Occupational Safety and Health of UK and the Institut National de Recherche et de la Sécurité in France to seek their assistance.
My Ministry will be consulting social partners for the establishment of benchmarks to measure progress as regards management of safety and health by employers and to introduce a charter which would define the consultation process and involvement of workers as far as with safety and health issues and revitalise the safety and health committees.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
In a recent publication, the Health and Safety Executive of UK, one of the leading organisations on safety and health, has pointed out that conflict can be a barrier to the achievement of safety improvements, whereby information and education can be exchanged to the mutual benefit of both employers and employees.
I should therefore like to reiterate strongly that there should be commitment of employees to meeting the minimum legal obligations as well as trust relationship and a well defined consultation process.
I should like to appeal for a close partnership approach by using the words of the Director General of ILO, who has pointed out that I quote “we must be strong advocates for strategies that combine work and protection at work, with organisation and dialogue, to create a win-win outcome for workers, employers and governments. Safety and health is one of the best issues for consensus building through dialogue. We have many examples that this is true.” End quote.
Thank you.
************************************************************************ 
FIRST SESSION OF THE MEETING OF EXPERTS OF THE LABOUR AND SOCIAL AFFAIRS COMMISSIONOF THE AFRICAN UNION 
The Chairperson,
The Interim Commissioner for Social Affairs,
Hon Ministers,
Members of the National Assembly,
Excellencies of the Diplomatic Corps,
Representatives of workers,
Representatives of Employers,
Distinguished Guests

It is my sincere privilege to welcome all of you, distinguished delegates to this Session of the Experts Meeting of the Labour and Social Affairs Commission of the African Union. I have the pleasant duty to convey the kind greetings of the President and the Government of Mauritius to you.
I hope that you have not encountered any difficulty with the arrangements made for this meeting and I also extend an invitation to you to contact the Secretariat if you have any particular request or if you need any assistance.

I also invite you to find some time outside the agenda of this meeting in order to enjoy the natural environment of our small country and to appreciate the multicultural diversity of our people.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
This important meeting is taking place at a time of disturbing international changes. Global economic recession, rising unemployment, increasing poverty and ongoing war have created a sense of insecurity and inequity. The negative impact of this situation is no doubt, heavier on developing States which are already overwhelmed by a number of pressing concerns.

Africa has accomplished significant improvements in many fields over the years. Peace, democracy and transparence are gaining ground in many countries. Many laudable initiatives have been taken to tackle poverty and to improve the lives of the people.

But we still have to address a number of problems of great magnitude and complexity, such as HIV/AIDS, child labour and unemployment. 
The international competition generated by globalization has created an obsession for cost reduction, and workers are the first to suffer from cost reduction strategies.

Enterprise restructuring and downsizing have created a climate of uncertainty as jobs are becoming more precarious. Retrenchment and downsizing affect mostly women, children and youth.

The gap between the rich and the poor is widening. The economy is offering new market opportunities, but has not harnessed them to produce social justice.

Ladies and gentlemen, addressing the contradictions of globalisation is a major challenge for Africa in this new millennium. We are grateful to the ILO for having set up a high level committee chaired by the President of the United Republic of Tanzania to examine the Social Dimensions of Globalisation and we are looking forward to its recommendations.

What we need, is not only an adaptation of people and institutions to the reality of the changes but also an adaptation of the process of change to the needs of the people. We have to increase the capacity of our countries to withstand the effects of international economic recession. We have also to encourage small and medium sized enterprises, to invest in education and training, to create a healthy work environment to improve governance and to promote adequate opportunities for employment creation.

We believe that it has become imperative for institutions with strong governance capacity to intervene in the global process in order to produce the results of ethics, equity, inclusion, human security and sustainable development.

The African Union is undoubtedly, one of the greatest achievements of our continent. It reflects the values and the aspirations of our people. 

This tripartite group within the Union offers the right platform to address the emerging issues constructively.

Ladies and gentlemen,
The Social Policy Framework that this Committee is proposing to adopt will have a central role to play in building the continent’s economic strength.

The New Partnership for Africa’s Development – NEPAD, which is a truly African initiative that can respond effectively to the socio-economic challenges facing Africa and its people.

However, in order to achieve this, we must ensure that there is a constant interaction between the economic, social and employment policy. The decision of NEPAD to adopt the Millennium Development Goals Agenda aimed at reducing poverty by half by 2015 will be most relevant in the deliberations of this Commission.

There is indeed a close link between poverty reduction, human dignity and economic prosperity. 

In his address at the Global Employment Forum, the Secretary General of the UN has reiterated this position:
I quote “In any development strategy aimed at spreading the benefits of globalisation, employment must be a central goal. Freely chosen, productive employment in conditions of human dignity and decency is the very foundation on which social stability rests”. End quote

This is why we have made Decent Work a central goal of our economic strategy.

Ladies and gentlemen, the Government of my country is very concerned with the social dimension of economic development and is making great efforts to mainstream the decent work concept into its policies and decisions.

As a small country, with little resource base, our country is exposed to external shocks and has to enhance its competitiveness in the global economy. In this respect, we have developed a new economic agenda, with focus on the skills and talents of our population . 

As a caring Government, we are ensuring that economic restructuring goes hand in hand with the building of a caring society, founded on equity, fairness and social justice.

With foresight, we have been preparing ourselves to face the constraints of the new trade environment, by undertaking a major restructuring of our economy. Together with a reorganisation of the sugar sector, the Government of Mauritius has developed strategic plans for the non-sugar sector, with strong emphasis on bio technology and the attainment of self sufficiency.

A new vision is being shaped for the EPZ, which provides employment to about 35% of the labour force and is a major revenue generating sector. 

Its vertical integration in the economy is being facilitated by the opening of a high capacity spinning mill. 

As the President of the United Republic of Tanzania underlined in his address at the recent SADC meeting held in Arusha, I quote “EPZ contributes toward job creation, even at minimum salary levels, provides in itself incomes to individuals and to an extent a sense of job satisfaction. They surely offer a source of alternative employment in instances where, without them there might have been none.” End of quote

We are therefore very cautious to ensure that this sector develops the capacity to withstand the changes in the international market.

The new sectors that are developing are the Information and Communication Technology, and our ultimate objective is to make Mauritius a Cyber Island. 

Government is making huge investments in the education sector with a view to drive Mauritius as a high skill services and knowledge hub. Major reforms have been brought in the education system in order to introduce the 11-year schooling and to provide equality of opportunity. Education is free from primary to university level.

In the implementation of its new economic agenda, Government has made employment creation and employability of workers a priority through strategies like training and re-skilling of workers, investment promotion, cooperative projects and entrepreneurship and small micro projects, especially for women.

In the pursuit of the policy of decent work, the Government of Mauritius has been consolidating the fundamental rights of the workers. Over the past two years, it has ratified three ILO Conventions, including the core Conventions 100 and 111 on equality and non-discrimination, and signed the Optional Protocol to the United Nations Convention against all Forms of Discrimination against Women. It has recently enacted a Sex Discrimination Act, which prevents all forms of discrimination based on sex, including sexual harassment.

I am now proposing to set up a tripartite group to examine Convention 87.
As a democratic country, based on the respect of fundamental rights and freedoms, the Constitution of Mauritius and the labour legislation guarantee freedom of association.
General conditions of employment and minimum wages are fixed, in about 29 employment sectors by law. 

There is regular periodical review of wages in different sectors as well as in the public service, while tripartite consultations are held every year to determine the payment of compensation based on the rise in the cost of living. Since last year, the payment of an additional month of salary as an End of Year Bonus has become mandatory by law.

Mauritius has been equally concerned with the protection of rights of children. It has recently released a Unicef funded report on the commercial sexual exploitation of children and approved an Action Plan to eliminate such exploitation. 
Last week, Government introduced legislation for the setting up of a national committee of children to ensure that children enjoy participation rights.

Labour administration has a crucial role to play in maintaining industrial peace and harmony and has to adapt to the needs of the economy. In my capacity as Minister of Labour and Industrial Relations, I have brought extensive reforms at the Ministry and broadened its focus. 
We are breaking new grounds by addressing issues such as work and the family and organised a tripartite consultation on the linkage between Work and the Family earlier this year, so that a National Action Plan may be formulated. We are also taking steps to ratify Convention 156 on Workers with Family Responsibilities.
Poverty and exclusion are situations where people lose their sense of dignity and need special support.

The Government of my country has developed a National Action Plan on poverty alleviation, with the aim of integrating the poor into the mainstream of society.
A Trust Fund for the Integration of Vulnerable Groups is funding Micro Credit Schemes and community development projects, with particular attention to housing of the low-income groups. 

A National Action Plan for HIV/AIDS has been developed and is being monitored by a National Committee chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister.
Mauritius is spending almost 44% of its budget on social services, on free education and free health services and on pensions for the elderly, among others.
We believe strongly in social dialogue and tripartism. We have been consolidating the structures that would encourage fruitful and constructive dialogue based on respect and transparence. 
In addition to numerous ad-hoc consultations on policy issues, Government has now established a National Economic and Social Council, comprising trade unions, employers, NGOs and Government, to advise on macro-economic and social policies. It is equally improving governance and has set up a strong and independent institution to combat corruption.
Ladies and gentlemen, we are faced today with complex policy choices and there are no tailor-made solutions. Each country has to build up its own strategy.
The condition for success is, however, good governance and equity. This tripartite group which has been one of the most dynamic and fruitful organs of the OAU can be instrumental in driving the African countries towards its socio-economic objectives.

It has therefore to determine, as a matter of priority, its place in the structure of African Union and clarify its status, its scope and its mandate to ensure greatest effectiveness of its action. 
It is opportune for this Committee which will be examining new rules and procedures to consider the need for an effective monitoring system which would measure progress in the implementation of its decisions.

Ladies and gentlemen, another element which I should like to raise with you, is the need to adapt the industrial relations and social dialogue structures to our present and future needs. I would humbly propose that a reflection group on the future of industrial relations in Africa be set up. 
At the level of the Mauritian Government, we are proposing with the help of the ILO, to set up an Institute of Industrial Relations.

Collaboration between such institutes throughout Africa will help in the elaboration of a model of Industrial relations in the continent.
Ladies and gentlemen, our ancestors have laid the foundation of our future. We will overcome the challenges if we remain together and develop a common approach. As Kwame Nkrumah, one of the founding fathers said some 50 years ago:

I quote “The heroes of our future will be those who can lead our people out of the stifling fog of disintegration through serfdom, into the valley of light, where purpose, endeavour and determination will create brotherhood”. End of quote
Thank you.
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BY HON SHOWKUTALLY SOODHUN, 
MINISTER OF LABOUR AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS
NATIONAL CONFERENCE ON 
WORK AND THE FAMILY
ORGANISED BY
THE MINISTRY OF LABOUR AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS
AND FUNDED BY
THE INTERNATIONAL LABOUR ORGANISATION
Tuesday 25 February 2003 at 0930h
Domaine les Pailles(La Canelle)
Mr. Karl Offmann, President of the Republic of Mauritius,
My Colleague the Hon Minister of Women’s Rights,
Child Development and Family Welfare,
Colleagues Ministers 
Mrs. Rose Gakuba, Resident Coordinator of UNDP,
Excellencies of the Diplomatic Corps,
The Representative of ILO, Mrs. Mayenga
Mrs. Catherine Hein, from ILO Geneva,
Mr. Sangheon Lee, ILO consultant,
The Chairman of the National Economic and Social Council,
The Chairman, Mauritius Research Council,
The representatives of Federations of Trade Unions,
The Chairman and Members of MEF,
Representatives of employers,
Representatives of NGO’S,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

This National Conference on Work and the Family is the realization of one of the first objectives that I had set when I joined the Ministry of Labour and Industrial Relations. It gives me great satisfaction therefore that we are finally gathered here to discuss about this important topic today.
Allow me to mention here that in choosing this theme, we have been inspired by no other than the President, who has shown a real concern for the welfare of workers and their families. 
He has been giving special attention to family unity and values, which are essential for social peace and stability. I wish to thank you, Mr. President, for being here to share your thoughts with us and to open this national conference. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, the reflection on the theme of work and family is a ground-breaking initiative. Mauritius is probably one of the first countries in this part of the world – and this will be confirmed by the ILO representatives - to have launched such a project.
We started with a full scale study on Work and the Family and now we are having this national Conference to identify policies and strategies to reconcile work and family. 
This initiative has been possible thanks to the support – both technical and financial – of the International Labour Organization. I wish to extend our sincere appreciation to ILO, in particular to Mrs. Hein for the assistance provided to us. It is worth mentioning here that work and family concerns form part of the decent work concept, within the enlarged vision of ILO, introduced by the Director General, Mr. Juan Somavia.
I wish also to thank the Mauritius Research Council for the financial grant provided for the study on work and the family.
The Decent Work concept calls for a holistic view, implying that work should not be viewed in isolation but in relation to the broader social and economic objectives. As the Director General points out “ the goal of decent work is about your job and future prospects, about your working conditions, about balancing work and family life, about gender equality and equal recognition” among others. 
He has underlined the importance of work in the life of the citizen, by stating that “ work is the defining feature of human existence, the means of sustaining life and is crucial to individual choice, to the welfare of families and the stability of societies.”
It is a fact that the world of work has far reaching implications on the family. An ILO study has indicated that radical changes in work have significant effects on the family and community, the traditional social integrators and transmitters of social values.
It further states that the increasingly knowledge based and flexible labour market makes greater demands on families just as they are undergoing increased stress. They are called upon to provide continuing stability, to focus on early childhood development, to help children acquire the needed knowledge, and to protect their members against unemployment and periods of retraining, while society is expected to provide childcare facilities and flexible education. 
Labour market changes have created new patterns of work with longer working hours, night work, shift systems and other work arrangements, which have a certain impact on family life. On the other hand, women have been entering the labour force in large numbers, while the domestic roles of women and men are still influenced by conventional attitudes. The unequal distribution of roles in the family has heavy consequences for women’s health and well-being.
At the same time, with the decrease in extended families, which normally provided support to the worker, to children and the elderly, working parents have to face several constraints. 
There is increasing individualism and isolation. Even the traditional community support has been eroded with time.
In Mauritius itself, the latest population census has shown a marked decline of the extended family. Out of 294,000 households, about 196,000 had only one to three members. 40,567 households were headed by widowed persons and about 13,000 by separated or divorced parents. 
The difficulties faced by workers to reconcile family and work life are highlighted in the report of the study on work and family. About 44% of workers work between 41 and 50 hours, 25% for 55 hours or more. 56% of women and 68% of men who were interviewed work during week ends. It is quite disturbing to note that 20% of children look after themselves when their parents are at work. The majority of respondents found that they could not pay for childcare services. It has also been noted that 54% of male workers stated that it was their spouses who care for dependent relatives.
The findings of the study confirm the unequal distribution of roles at home and that most of the burden of domestic work, care for the children and the elderly fall on the shoulders of women.
An unbalanced family and work life has negative implications for the worker, the enterprise and the community as a whole. Workers suffer from stress and cannot dedicate adequate time to their family. Such situations result in domestic conflicts and strained relationships, including child neglect. 
For the enterprise, the absence of family friendly polices leads to productivity losses. An overstressed worker who carries the burden of family problems to the workplace, cannot be productive. In fact, a recent survey on absenteeism conducted by the Mauritius Employers’ Federation has listed domestic and family reasons as one of the three main reasons for absences. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, as a country with a strong welfare tradition, we have developed several measures to protect the family and the labour rights on which we can build up to respond to the challenges we are facing today. I should like here to cite as examples: free education, free health care and old age pension, tax exemption for low income groups and various labour rights. 
As regards, the linkage with the family, the labour laws already provide for flexi time, part time work, maternity protection and customary rest day every week and puts a limitation on the number of hours of work. Child employment is also prohibited. 
In December 2002, Government ratified Conventions 100 and 111 in order to promote gender equity and eliminate, amongst others, all forms of discrimination based on sex and family responsibilities at the workplace. 
Employees’ Welfare Funds already exist in the Sugar Industry, in the EPZ and Government has recently created similar funds for workers of the Bus Industry and Tourism Industry. 
The EPZ Labour Welfare Fund which caters for some 86,000 workers is implementing a number of family friendly policies, namely interest free loans for purchase of domestic appliances, leisure activities for the worker and his family, holiday accommodation scheme, scholarships for children of workers, sports and cultural competitions. 
The report of the study on work and family has in fact, pointed out that 88% of workers had a refrigerator, 51% had a washing machine and 88% had a gas cooker. The Fund also provides grants for crèches for children of EPZ workers and is now working on other projects such as canteen facilities for working women and computer loans. 
My Ministry is presently holding tripartite consultations at the Labour Advisory Board on the reform of the Labour Act, and provisions concerning protection of rights of women in employment will be reinforced. The issues that have been raised in the report of the study on work and the family, for example the practical aspect of some provisions regarding breast feeding, will be taken on board in the context of the labour law reform. I wish also to point out that special care is being taken to introduce clauses regarding maternity protection into new Remuneration Orders. 
I am pleased to mention that we are seriously envisaging the ratification of Convention 156 on Workers with Family Responsibilities, after consultations with the social partners. 
As regards issues such as stress, psychological effects of work on the family, we are already conducting regular education and information programmes for workers. However, I consider that additional efforts should be made to address these problems. The Occupational Safety and Health Division of my ministry will therefore be requested to increase focus on workplace stress. In this respect, the Export Processing Zone Labour Welfare Fund has already introduced a psychological counselling scheme on a pilot basis to provide counselling to workers on site.
The conduct of a survey on workplace stress will also be considered in order to ascertain the situation and assess needs of workers.
However, developing strategies to link work and the family is very sensitive and complex and requires the participation of all the stakeholders.
Issues such as job sharing, flexible working, shift work, tele working, care for the elderly, children and disabled relatives should be examined thoroughly by all the partners including NGO’s who have an important role to play in the community action, pastoral care and supporting disadvantaged groups. 
Employers can be proactive in sustaining Government’s actions with the development of employees’ assistance programmes at enterprise level, by developing family friendly policies, in particular support for crèches. 
It is encouraging to note that the report of the Mauritius Emloyers’ Federation on absenteeism recommends that absence can be reduced by flexible working, improvement of communication and creating a good, conducive environment. Another positive factor mentioned is that 61% of employers who do not have a leave policy, wish to develop one.


I would like to request the collaboration of the Mauritius Employers’ Federation for the implementation of a project to assist employers who are prepared to make a commitment to enhance work and family policies and to develop best practice family friendly strategies. My Ministry is already discussing with the MEF on the training of Human Resource managers in order to improve communication and the work environment.
It is important for trade unions to ensure that family friendly conditions are reflected in the contracts of employment and in collective agreements. In order to achieve this objective, they need to encourage a greater participation of women in their decision making bodies and mainstreaming gender concerns in their strategies and projects. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, the issue of work and family should be considered as a matter of national interest. Each one of us is a member of a family and each one of us is also a worker. The well being of the nation rests on the well being of the family. I therefore, appeal to all the participants who are here to consider the issues with sincerity and objectivity, bearing in mind that the family is the nucleus of civilization and that if we lose the family, we lose the nation. 
Thank you.
 

A D D R E S S BY:
HON SOODHUN MINISTER OF LABOUR AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS
ANNUAL GENERAL ASSEMBLY
MAURITIUS EMPLOYERS’ FEDERATION
Monday 31 March 2003 at 1400h
La Canelle, Domaine les Pailles
Mr Dan Bundhoo, Chairperson
Mr Azad Jeetun, Director,
Members of the Federation,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
I am greatly honoured to be here once again to address the General Assembly of the Mauritius Employers’ Federation. I wish to thank the Chairperson and the members of the Federation for their kind invitation. 
Allow me to convey my sincere congratulations to Mr. Francois Woo for the National Award, which he has received this year. This is a fully deserved national recognition to a man who has outshined by his far reaching vision and his remarkable contribution to the development of the EPZ sector.
Let me also take this opportunity to express my appreciation to the Mauritius Employers’ Federation for its positive approach on several issues, namely the ratification of the two fundamental Conventions on non-discrimination and equality, namely Conventions 100 and 111, its contribution in tripartite consultations on issues such as Work and the Family, the formulation of a policy paper on Occupational Safety and Health and in the National Awareness Campaign on Safety and Health which we have been organizing for the past two years. 
I am equally grateful to MEPZA for having agreed during our recent meeting, to the proposal to increase the subsistence allowance in the EPZ Sector from Rs 10 to Rs 25. 
Another area of close collaboration between my Ministry and the MEF concerns the management of migrant workers. With the support of the MEF and MEPZA, guidelines for employment of guest workers have been prepared and disseminated to employers. MEPZA also formed part of the coordination committee, which has conducted a review of the procedures for better control of the conditions of employment and living of migrant workers. As a consequence, my Ministry in consultation with the Ministry of Health and Quality of Life and other organizations will soon prepare regulations to set standards for dormitories for migrant workers.
The support of BASECA for the recent innovative revision of the conditions of employment in the construction sector is also well appreciated. 
I sincerely hope that this type of collaboration and understanding will continue to prevail and that our respective organizations will maintain healthy and sound relationship. In fact, social dialogue is extremely important at this juncture when our country is facing complex problems as a result of international competition, the removal of protective barriers and the impact of war.
As regards the EPZ sector, I sincerely consider that it is time to shape a new vision for the EPZ sector and to think about our common interests rather than looking at sectoral interests. The EPZ is one of the largest employers and provides a source of income for some 90,000 people, about 35 % of the workforce and their families. There is an incredible amount of experience and know-how in the sector and we should try to make optimal use of such experience. In this respect, the EPZ has survived during the past 30 years by adapting to new demands and trends. We are confident that it will rise up to the challenge once again.
Ladies and gentlemen,
I attended a SADC meeting of the Employment and Labour Sector last week and in his opening address, the President of the Republic of Tanzania, His Excellency Benjamin Mkapa, who is also chairing a high level working group of the ILO on the Social Aspects of Globalisation stated that – Open Quote “there are concerns about standards, about loss of revenue, about the EPZ’s preference for non-unionised labour. And yet there are other aspects regarding EPZ that equally need serious and positive consideration. Even if EPZ firms were not to pay taxes, that they can potentially contribute toward job creation, even at minimum salary levels, provides in itself incomes to individuals and to an extent a sense of job satisfaction. .. they surely offer a source of alternative employment in instances where, without them there might have been none.” End quote.
There is indeed, great wisdom in the statement of this head of state who is leading the destiny of a country of 33 million people and who has stressed strongly on the need to create decent work opportunities and to maintain employment rather than to lose them. It is my humble appeal to all social partners that we should by all means avoid any action which will place the EPZ and employment in the sector at risk. The preservation of employment should be our priority as it is the only means of eliminating poverty and improving the quality of life of the people. 
Unfortunately, we have witnessed situations in the recent past where workers were advised to refuse alternative employment. We strongly condemn any form of cheap political exploitation of workers by people who only aim at creating insecurity and social disturbance. Such unpatriotic and irresponsible actions, which discourage investment and employment creation, should be denounced.
In a report of the ILO, it is pointed out that “at this critical stage in the economic cycle”, there is a need “for integrated strategies and concerted actions”. I believe that employers, as key players in the economy, should consider carefully their strategies and long term policies rather than limiting their vision to the short term.
Ladies and gentlemen, 
Though we expect enterprises to undergo reorganization, we believe that the process should be planned, and accompanied by proper communication and adequate transparence. The management of the VRS in the Sugar Industry is one example of restructuration which has been conducted with success. The MEF should identify such best practices and develop guidelines for enterprises. Thus last year, ILO provided support for the identification of needs on the management of enterprise restructuring and this year, ILO experts will conduct training, which have been adapted to our needs. 
Sound human resource policies and a socially sensitive approach are essential to avoid industrial relations problems and outbursts of frustration. Employers should also provide their support for the retraining and redeployment of workers, which are important for productivity and the development of polyvalent skills. 
I should like to underline that it is an environment that supports equity objectives such as protection of workers’ basic rights, non-discrimination, work and family policies, safety and health standards that can promote efficiency. If enterprises agree to share productivity gains in times of profitability, they are likely to benefit from greater commitment of workers in times of low profitability. I am not talking here of increasing wages but incentives, such as special bonuses.
We have noted that industrial relations problems often occur, not because of the lack of social concern of the employer but due to poor communication in enterprises. It is, therefore, extremely important for enterprises to develop platforms for participation of workers in matters relating to workers’ welfare and conditions of work and establish clear procedures for grievance settlement. My Ministry is working on the concept of comité d’entreprise, which it will discuss with the social partners. The concept will be tried on a pilot basis and evaluated, and eventually adjusted in the light of the experience gathered. 
For my part, I have developed a global approach based on protection of fundamental rights, prevention, regular meetings with employers and trade unions, consultation and promotion of workplace cooperation. I am reviewing and modernizing the legislative framework which has to be adapted to the new economic environment. Thus, I am proposing to introduce a new Occupational Safety, Health and Welfare Bill shortly while the amendments to the Labour Act are being discussed at the Labour Advisory Board. My Ministry is also working on the regulations for the control of asbestos, electricity and noise. I am placing much emphasis on prevention of industrial relations problems and have set up a Conciliation and Mediation Division. A procedure manual is being prepared for the inspectors and a Counselling Unit for workers is being set up under the supervision of the Legal Adviser. Another committee will be set up at the Ministry of Industry and International Trade to monitor enterprises in difficulty.
Social partners will be consulted shortly on the guidelines for a conflict free workplace to facilitate communication, create mutual trust and manage conflicts in a constructive way. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, an ILO study underlines that we need “an adaptation of people and institutions to the reality of the changes but also an adaptation of the process of change to the needs of the people.”. This Government is making serious efforts in this direction. It has been striving hard to increase the capacity of our country to withstand the effects of international economic recession, to encourage small and medium sized enterprises, to invest in education and training, to create a healthy work environment, to improve governance and to promote opportunities for employment creation. 
Despite our differences and our sectoral interests, we Mauritians have always shown great resilience and a strong sense of patriotism in difficult times. I believe that we have to put away our differences and build up a synergy based on social dialogue, transparence, communication and respect for fundamental rights. I have no doubt that the Mauritius Employers’ Federation will contribute fully in building up this synergy, in the interest of our country and our people.
Before concluding, I wish to inform the members of the Federation that the First Session of the Labour and Social Affairs Commission of the African Union will be held in Mauritius from 10 to 15 April, 2003. The Director General of ILO will equally visit Mauritius from 13 to 15 April and has agreed to our invitation to make an address on Decent Work at Sir Harilal Vaghjee Hall on 
14 April 2003 at 1500h. We look forward to the participation of your organization in the various activities and meetings. 
Thank you.
Speech by Hon SHOWKUTALLY SOODHUN, Minister of Labour and Industrial Relations - Closing Ceremony and presentation of Certificates - Training in Customer Care 
Date : Wednesday 20 November 2002 
Time: 12 00 h
Professor Dharam Gokhool, Dean of the Faculty of Management,
Members of the staff,
I wish to thank Professor Dharam Gokhool for this training programme on customer care, which is being organized with the collaboration of the University of Mauritius. 
I understand that this is the first training programme, which the university is conducting as an outreach training in a ministry's headquarters.  We welcome this initiative of the University with much appreciation.
Training and capacity building are very important for the improvement of the skills of the staff. From the date that I joined this Ministry, I have been underlining the need to develop a professional approach within the labour administration  and to offer an efficient service to the public.  Though the services of the Ministry have improved significantly with the various reforms which we have introduced, with the service de proximité and  increased access to information,  our officers  still have to develop a more customer oriented service.
We should not forget that this ministry is a service providing ministry which has to deal with a large client population of about 500,000 workers, some 6500 enterprises, 350 trade unions, about 4000 benevolent associations as well as legal professionals and public officers.  We should also not forget that the world of work has evolved considerably and that the problems which workers and employers face today are more complex. 
Good communication and public relations skills are indeed, essential attributes for this Ministry which is customer oriented. 
We address every day complex and sensitive workplace problems and we have to deliver an efficient and effective service  and to respond fairly and promptly to the requests and expectations of workers.  I believe that we all happy when we attend some office and are treated with respect and with a pleasant smile.
We are aware that the aspirations, the attitude of workers and employers have changed to a large extent with the transformations in the economy.  A few decades ago, the labour force consisted  of a majority of workers with a low level of literacy. Today, workers have a certain level of schooling and have access to a wide range of information through the media.  Workers are more aware of their legal rights and responsibilities. 
On the other hand, the modes of production and new technologies have brought new types of problems and risks as well as more complex industrial relations problems. 
There is equally a large number of women who have joined the labour force and problems such as sexual harrasment, violence at work, maternity protection, non-discrimination have to be addressed by the ministry in the course of its activities.
At the same time, industrial relations problems and workplace accidents are today being widely publicised by the media.  They become public issues and require prompt intervention by officers. We should know how to provide the right information at the right time to the media.
In addition to the increasing complexity of the issues concerning labour and industrial relations, the Mauritian labour market also includes now a large group of migrant workers. This category of workers requires a different approach as they have different cultures and attitudes, they do not understand the local languages and they are separated from their families.  In dealing with them, officers should display great patience, understanding, and sympathy as the workers need support and guidance.
Another aspect which I should mention, is that workers who call at the ministry are already distressed and worried. They should be treated with consideration and given all the information and help. They may sometimes even display aggressiveness and we should be sensitive and cautious in our approach.
The labour administration has therefore to develop a highly professional approach.  This is why I have been stressing constantly on the need for training. Thus, over two years, there has been two training courses in conciliation and mediation with the collaboration of ILO, one seminar on socially sensitive economic restructuring, two training programmes on safety and health with the support of ILO, one training course in prosecution.  About 20 officers have followed training overseas including the ILO Training centre of Turin, India, ARLAC and Israel among others.
Seven officers are following the Certificate in Industrial Relations course at the University of Mauritius and two others are following the Diploma in Occupational Safety and Health course.
It is regretted that some officers and most of trade unions representatives dropped out of the Certificate in Industrial Relations course. I have also to deplore  that the trade unions who were allocated two seats from the Ministry's entitlement for the recent ILO Training Course on Conciliation and Mediation have chosen to leave the course on the second day.  This training is normally held at Turin and costs more than 3000 Usd per trainee. Following a request of my ministry, the course has been organized in Mauritius by ILO Turin in order to benefit a larger number of persons. We decided to allocate two of nine seats offered to my ministry to the trade unions and one to the employers. Unfortunately, I understand that the trade unions left the course after the first day's session on the grounds that they had no meal stipend.
 Training and capacity building as I mentioned earlier are crucial for the development of a more professional service.  We will continue to seek support from ILO and other institutions, including the University of Mauritius for training programmes which would improve the skills and competence of our staff. 
Our future plans include the training of officers in safety and health, on the provisions of the Industrial Relations Act, on the application of Conventions 100 and 111 and on matters relating to the registration of associations, among others.  We also intend to discuss with the University of Mauritius about the future orientation of the Certificate in Industrial Relations course and the possibility of introducing a certificate in mediation and conciliation. Officers are also being trained currently on basic computer techniques. 
I hope that officers will appreciate that such a large number of training courses are being provided to officers and the initiative does not emanate from trade unions but from the Ministry itself.  This is an illustration of the importance that we give to capacity building and professional development of our staff.  I have no doubt that such actions will improve the motivation and commitment of officers and help them to develop a more positive attitude.
I therefore, invite you to take full benefit of the training programme, which will be useful to the Ministry as well as to officers themselves in their future career and personal development.
 Thank you.
 

Speech by Hon Showkutally Soodhun on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the Mauritius Employers' Federation - 25th October 2002
The Right Hon Prime Minister and Lady Jugnauth,
The Hon Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance
The Lord Mayor of Port Louis,
The Chairman of the Mauritius Employers' Federation,
Colleagues Ministers,
Hon Members of the National Assembly,
Mrs Rose Gakuba, the Resident Representative of UNDP,
Mr Hultin, Executive Director , ILO,
Mr Jean Francois Retournard, Bureau of Employers activities of ILO,
Mr Antonio Penalosa,  Secretary General of the International Organisation of Employers
Mrs Catherine Hein, Regional Representative of ILO,
Representatives of trade unions, 
Distinguished guests,
 
            I would like first to express my sincere congratulations to the Mauritius Employers' Federation on its 40th anniversary, which is an event marking four decades of fruitful and productive achievements. 
 
It goes to the credit of the members of the Federation - both the past and present ones - that they have led the organization from a very modest beginning to become one of the most influential social partners on the national front.  Today, the Federation is also represented in the Governing Body of the International Labour Organisation. 
 
The Federation has built up its fully deserved credibility and legitimacy by the effectiveness of its participation in various projects. It is one of our principal counterparts on industrial relations and labour issues.  I am pleased to state that constructive dialogue and mutual understanding have generally prevailed in the interactions between my ministry and the Federation on these issues. 
 
Social dialogue, based on understanding, trust and respect is very pertinent in a context where economic changes are compelling us to revisit our existing practices. There is now growing focus on how to reconcile labour standards with economic objectives and  how to combine the economic role of enterprises with social responsibility. 
 
These issues are extremely relevant today in the context of the AGOA and the increasing emphasis being placed on  labour standards and issues such as non-discrimination, safety and health, child labour and gender equality.  The current debate is on how to establish the balance between economic performance and respect for democratic freedoms and to manage restructuring with a socially sensitive approach. 
 
These goals have been defined in a very appropriate way by the International Labour Organisation in its  concept of decent work.  This concept  calls for an integrated policy approach including  employment creation and enterprise development, social dialogue, social protection and the respect of fundamental rights. 
 
According to various researches, decent work is a productive factor and can be part of a strategy to achieve enterprise competitiveness.  If we want to address these issues effectively, workers' and employers' organizations and government are bound to work together.  In his report on decent work, the Director General of ILO has underlined the need for a " strong and cohesive tripartism."  This does not mean that there should be agreement on all issues.  As Mahatma Gandhi has stated, I quote  "Honest disagreement is often a good sign of progress. ". End Quote 
 
Our new economic and social needs require a new mindset which should move away from conventional practices and attitudes. This is why I have made it a priority to review and modernize the labour administration services of my Ministry, after a complete audit conducted with the assistance by ILO.  
 
Our objective is to make the services more professional, more accessible both to employers and workers and more proactive and preventive.  The role of my Ministry has therefore, been re-focussed on its responsibilities as a facilitator and regulator. With this perspective, my Ministry is working on guidelines for work councils and will soon consult the social partners on the issue. 
We are also strengthening the dispute settlement mechanisms and institutions and encouraging collective bargaining.  It is appropriate to underline here that enterprise development and job creation can only flourish if there is a climate of security and political stability. 
By addressing the crucial issues of law and order, corruption, modernization of the public service, and good governance, this Government is preparing the grounds for lasting political stability.  
Ladies and Gentlemen, at the same time, we are also updating and reviewing existing laws in order to respond to the modern needs.  However, laws are not sufficient in themselves to address the complex issues such as productivity, flexibility, family friendly practices, employability, social protection. 
These should form part of the strategic thinking of enterprises. Restructuring cannot be conducted without dialogue, transparence and good communication.  Employers should imperatively consider training, re-skilling as part of their responsibility as these are crucial to productivity and eventually to social stability.
It is with this objective that I am proposing a new social contract for a more productive employment relations. I believe that this will favour a synergy of interests of all the social partners and will allow us to address the conflict issues in a more constructive way.
I would like to stress that social dialogue based on mutual respect and understanding is the key to the progress of our country. It is through exchange of ideas and the search for a common path that we will find the right solutions.  This Government  will continue to favour tripartite consultations and consolidate the structures for consensus building.  It is only with this approach that industrial harmony will be maintained and that we will move closer to a conflict free workplace.  
 
Thank you.
Speech by Hon Showkutally Soodhun
SECOND READING OF THE OCCUPATIONAL SAFETY, HEALTH AND WELFARE (AMENDMENT) BILL 2002 

BY HON SHOWKUTALLY SOODHUN, MINISTER OF LABOUR AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS
Mr Speaker Sir,

I beg to move that the Occupational Safety, Health and Welfare (Amendment) Bill be read a second time.
The purpose of this Bill is to amend Section 74 of the Occupational Safety, Health and Welfare Act 1989 in order to increase the fines for offences committed by employers and employees under the Act. At the time of that this legislation was enacted 13 years ago, the maximum fine for an employee who commits an offence was fixed at Rs 1,000. The Act provides that an employer who commits an offence is liable to a fine no exceeding Rs 10,000 and imprisonment for a term not exceeding one year.
It is considered that these fines should be revised as they are no longer serving their original purpose. 
Mr Speaker Sir, occupational safety and health norms are important aspects of workers' rights. They are also important for enterprise productivity as they ensure that the work environment is free from any hazards. The law places an obligation on the employer to protect the workers from health and security risks. It is also the duty of workers to use protective equipment and clothing and follow safety and health instructions. 
Unfortunately, accidents continue to occur in many workplaces mainly because of the lack of attention to norms and standards which have been set out in Occupational Safety, Health and Welfare Act. This year, as at September, there were 140 cases of minor accidents, 121 cases of serious accidents and 19 cases of fatal accidents reported at my ministry. Since January 2001, my Ministry has initiated legal actions in 206 cases to prosecute employers for non-compliance with the Act. It has investigated into 89 complaints received at my ministry. During the past two years, employers were found guilty of non-compliance with occupational safety and health norms on 171 counts. These figures do not take into account the number of discrepancies noted during regular inspections and recommendations made to employers to take remedial action.
Between 1999 and 2001, there were 6963 cases of injury in the agriculture sector, 1084 cases in the manufacturing sector and 2151 in the construction sector reported at the NPS.

Mr Speaker Sir, I wish to underline that accidents which occur at the workplace lead to physical incapacity psychological damage, and often to loss of life. They have long lasting implications on the family and on children, in particular. The cost of accidents is heavy both for the individual, the enterprise and the Government. The individual may lose his employment and in case of death, the family income is affected, with consequences on the education and development of children. On the other hand, the enterprise loses a trained worker and has bear the cost of replacement and compensation. Government on its part is required to meet the cost of health care and social security assistance.
For all these reasons, we are placing much emphasis on prevention through education and information. Since last year, 335 education and information sessions have been organized at the site of work and at my ministry reaching out to about 6000 workers. We have also been organizing national sensitization campaigns with the collaboration of ILO on an annual basis with the aim of creating a greater awareness of occupational safety and health norms. 
Mr Speaker Sir, while a complete review of the Act is necessary, we have considered it imperative to bring the amendment to Section 74 at this stage in view of the need to prevent workplace accidents. My Ministry has proposed the increase of the fines mainly to act as a deterrent. My Ministry is finalizing other amendments to the Act with the collaboration of ILO and the Health and Safety Executive of UK and expects to propose a revised Bill early next year.
I wish to mention for the information of the House, that the amendment of Section 74 is supported by the employers and the trade union, whose representatives were consulted at the level of the Advisory Council on Occupational Safety and Health.

With these words, I commend this Bill to the House.
