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During the cold war, the one emphasis in news coverage and even the 
scholarly literature about the independent island nations of the southwestern 
Indian Ocean-the Comoros, Madagascar, Seychelles, and Mauritius-was 
the ups-and-downs of superpower competition. The supposed pro-Soviet 
slant of Seychelles and Madagascar raised concerns in some Western circles 
that seem excessive in retrospect. Countless books and articles condemned 
or extolled the U.S. base on Diego Garcia. And the 1982 election in 
Mauritius drew more attention for having brought a somewhat left-wing 
government to power than for its role in a democratic and nonviolent 
transfer of power. Now these strategic concerns have all but disappeared. 
The modest Soviet presence has faded, while the United States continues a 
low-key involvement with the four countries. 

Under these circumstances, what, if anything, might generate significant 
external interest in the southwestern Indian Ocean? Do the islands have 
resources or other attributes, and do other countries have concerns, that 
might draw them together? The following overview of the contemporary 
economic, political, and diplomatic state of play in each of the island nations 
and of their efforts at regional developmental cooperation via the Indian 
Ocean Commission is intended to shed some light on these questions. 

The Comoros 
It is difficult to overestimate the role of foreign influences on the 
contemporary history of the Comoro Islands. Since independence in 1975, 
both foreign mercenary forces and outside governments (in particular France 
and South Africa) have played a major role in the shaping of Comoran 
political life. 

The intensity of foreign dabbling may be lessening somewhat in the early 
1990s due to the changes under way in South Africa and the process of 
democratization in the Comoros itself. Nonetheless, the frailty of the 
Comoran economy, the overwhelming financial dependence on France, and 
the fragmented nature of domestic politics make it unlikely that the country 
will soon be ready to stand on its own feet. 
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The Comoros has had a tumultuous political history. 
Statehood on July 6, 1975 was not the product of an 
orderly devolution of power. Instead, a unilateral 
declaration of independence was asserted against France, 
the colonial power. Although this move was not 
contested by the French, one of the four Comoran 
islands, Mayotte, opted not to join the newly independent 
government-a development that remains both a 
permanent source of French-Comoran disagreement and 
a fundamental factor underlying France's deep 
involvement in the politics of the archipelago. 

On August 3, 1975, the head of state, President 
Ahmed Abdallah, was overthrown in a coup led by Ali 
Soilih, who became president in January 1976 and led 
the Comoros on a radical path that involved an eclectic 
mix of Maoism and Islam. On May 13, 1978, French 
mercenary Bob Denard (who had participated in the 
1975 coup) and about 50 other white mercenaries 
carried out another coup, this time on behalf of Abdallah. 
Soilih was killed a few weeks later (allegedly while 
attempting to escape house arrest). Denard was 
subsequently appointed to the powerful position of head 
of the presidential guard. 

The French were clearly involved in the 1975 and 
1978 coups, and the Denard mercenaries initially 
received financial support from Paris. By the end of the 
1970s, however, Paris had allowed the South Africans to 
take over funding for Denard and the mercenary-led 
presidential guard that ostensibly protected President 
Abdallah, perhaps as a signal of displeasure with 
developments in the Comoros. 

Why was South Africa from 1979 onward willing to 
take over the expense of supporting Denard, 30-50 other 
white mercenaries, and the 500 members of the 
presidential guard? For the price of about $5 million 
annually, Pretoria could dominate security arrangements 
in the Comoros and exercise considerable influence over 
Comoran politics. Through the archipelago, South 
Africa funneled arms to the Renamo guerrillas in 
Mozambique and sold arms to Iran. Moreover, the 
Comoros served as an offshore warehouse for the 
reexporting of South African-made goods. 

South African policy toward the Comoros began to 
change in the late 1980s. As Pretoria terminated its 
campaign of regional destabilization and moved toward 
political reform, the hitherto cozy relationship with 
Denard and the presidential guard became a focal point 
of internal debate. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
wanted to put South African relations with the Comoros 
on a more formal diplomatic footing and by 1989 was 
withdrawing its financial support for the mercenaries. On 
the other hand, the Directorate for Military Intelligence, 
which supplied most of Denard's funds, preferred 
maintaining its (more clandestine) relationship. 

Exactly what happened on the night of November 26, 
1989 may never be known in full, but it is clear that Bob 
Denard and fellow mercenary Dominique Malacrino met 
with President Abdallah. Their goal was to get Abdallah 
to resist French pressure to integrate the presidential 
guard with the Forces Armees Comoriennes (FAC) and to 
resist the normalization of relations with Pretoria, which 
would jeopardize the mercenaries' long-term funding ties 

with South African military intelligence. During this 
conversation, an argument arose that ended in the 
assassination of President Abdallah. 

This was the last straw for both South Africa and 
France. Working in tandem, they suspended aid and 
offered Denard and the mercenaries a deal they could not 
refuse-safe passage out of the Comoros. Once Denard 
left, the French quickly brought in troops from Mayotte 
and Reunion (a French-controlled island near Mauritius) to 
help stabilize the situation. French military advisers have 
taken on the task of integrating the presidential guard 
with the FAC, thus assuming de facto responsibility for 
the security of Abdallah's successor, President Said 
Mohamed Djohar. In taking on these security tasks, 
France has simply reassumed a role that it played during 
the colonial period and in the early years of Comoran 
independence. 

South Africa played a critical role in the 1989 
intervention by offering to take in the mercenaries. Since 
then, however, its involvement with the Comoros has 
waned considerably. The two main tourist hotels run by 
South African investment groups were closed from the 
end of 1989 until March 1991. Only charter flights 
connected the two countries during this hiatus, although a 
regular weekly flight has now been reestablished. South 
Africa actually closed its consulate in the Comoros in 
1992. A subsequent announcement suggested that 
ambassadors would soon be exchanged, but this has not 
been finalized. The changed posture toward the 
Comoros reflects how little that country has to offer now 
that South Africa's isolation is ending and new 
diplomatic, trade, investment, and tourism opportunities 
are unfolding throughout the continent. 

France has consistently been the Comoros' leading 
economic partner. In 1990, 41.2 percent of the 
archipelago's exports went to France and 40 percent of 
imports came from France; out of bilateral aid totaling 
$30.6 million, France supplied $24.1 million, or 79 
percent. This aid plays a crucial role in the small 

CS/S AFRICA NOTES is a briefing paper series designed 
to serve the special needs of decision makers and analysts 
with Africa-related responsibilities in governments, 
corporations, the media, research institutions, universities, 
and other arenas. It is a publication of the African Studies 
Program of the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, Washington, D.C. CSIS is a private, nonpartisan, 
nonprofit policy research institute founded in 1962. 

Editor: Director of African Studies Helen Kitchen 
Deputy Editor: J. Coleman Kitchen 

SUBSCRIPTION RATE: CS/S Africa Notes is sent 
airmail/first class to subscribers worldwide . The annual 
subscription price for 12 issues and occasional 
supplements is $48.00. Please make checks payable to: 
CSIS Africa Notes, 1800 K Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 
20006, U.S.A. 
Telephone: (202) 775-3219. Telex: 7108229583. 
Cables: CENSTRAT. Fax: (202) 775-3199. 

ISSN 0736-9506 



Comoran economy. There are only about 1,000 
industrial workers on the islands. The single luxury hotel 
in the country, with 210 workers, is second only to the 
government as a source of employment. French aid has 
traditionally paid for technical cooperation, debt 
servicing, and even direct personnel costs. According to 
a 1991 UNDP report, French aid over the preceding five 
years had provided the equivalent of 15 percent of the 
country's GNP. 

There are signs, however, that French largesse may 
have its limits. Just as South Africa pulled away from the 
islands, so too has France indicated that it wishes to 
tighten its aid guidelines and tie aid funding to specific 
contacts and financial targets. In so doing, the French 
are attempting to end their role as the Comoros' financial 
court of last resort and to help pressure the Comoros into 
cooperating with the International Monetary Fund's 
efforts to get the country to adopt and implement a 
structural adjustment plan. 

The assassination of President Abdallah was followed 
by important efforts at political reform. Acting President 
Djohar defeated opposition leader Mohamed Taki 
Abdulkarim by 55.3 to 44.7 percent in the second round 
of the 1990 presidential elections; a revised constitution 
was approved by some 7 4 percent of those voting in a 
June 1992 referendum. Since then, however, there has 
been renewed political turmoil. In mid-1993, President 
Djohar dissolved both the legislature and his government; 
the country presently awaits new elections for the island 
governors and the legislature. 

The success of democratization, if it occurs, might 
attract a modest amount of favorable attention from other 
countries. Unless South Africa decides to reinvigorate its 
relations with the islands, however, the Comoros is likely 
to remain beholden to the French on almost any terms 
the latter wish to set. Paris will doubtless remain 
involved, but, with Mayotte and Reunion providing the 
French with military facilities in the region and Mauritius 
and Madagascar offering far more significant economic 
ties, it is likely that the Comoros will remain the most 
marginalized country in the region. 

Madagascar 
Madagascar presents regional neighbors and external 
powers with an often confusing dichotomy. On the one 
hand, its size and resources make it a plausible locus for 
investment. On the other hand, it is an extremely poor 
country that has been badly managed for many years. Its 
potential has therefore seldom been realized, and its 
political and economic disorganization give pause to 
those who might wish to collaborate with it. 

Ahead of most other African countries, Madagascar in 
the early 1980s developed a structural adjustment 
program under the guidance of the IMF and World Bank 
and began a process of economic liberalization, clearly 
indicating its intent to move away from socialist 
experiments undertaken in the 1970s. A particular focus 
of reform was the pricing and marketing of rice, a crop in 
which Madagascar had gone from an exporter in the 
early 1970s to a huge importer by the early 1980s. 
A major new private investment code was ratified in 
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1986 and an export processing zone, modeled on the 
Mauritian experience, was formed . 

These reform efforts had scarcely begun to take shape 
before the polity was overwhelmed with demands for 
democratization. President Didier Ratsiraka, the virtual 
dictator of the country since 1975, only slowly indicated 
any willingness to accede to domestic and international 
pressures for political change. By 1991, a continuous 
wave of protests, and eventually a general strike, all but 
paralyzed the country. 

For most of 1992, a political standoff existed between 
President Ratsiraka, isolated in his palace, Prime Minister 
Guy Razanamasy, who gamely endeavored to keep some 
semblance of governmental decision making in place, and 
Albert Zafy, the leader of the Comite des Forces Vives 
(CFV), the major opposition group. All factions (including 
that of Ratsiraka) seemed agreed on some form of 
political and economic liberalization, but the process of 
change was so disorganized and tumultuous that 
economic reform efforts all but collapsed pending some 
resolution of the ongoing political crisis. 

Three crucial steps over the past year appear to have 
solved the political crisis: (1) A new constitution was 
approved in an August 1992 referendum; this opened 
the way for new elections. (2) Eight candidates competed 
in the first round (November 1992) of the presidential 
contest; Zafy (45 percent) and Ratsiraka (29 percent) far 
outdistanced all other contenders. In February 1993, a 



4/ CSIS AFRICA NOTES 

second round led to a landslide triumph (nearly 70 
percent of the vote) for Zafy; Ratsiraka resigned gracefully 
following the election. (3) On June 16, 1993, the CFV 
won a third of the seats in the new National Assembly. 
No less than 25 parties have divided the remaining seats, 
but it appeared that the CFV would be able to head a 
coalition government when the National Assembly 
convened in August. President Zafy now must confront 
the difficult challenge of trying to rebuild Madagascar's 
devastated economy. 

Since independence in 1960, Madagascar has suffered 
from an almost complete lack of new investment. The 
state has survived through a steady infusion of loans and 
aid monies, largely derived from France, other Western 
powers, and major multilateral organizations. France is 
Madagascar's leading trade partner, taking 27 percent of 
Madagascar's exports and supplying 34 percent of its 
imports in 1990. During 1985-1990, Madagascar 
received a total of $1,334.5 million in bilateral aid, of 
which France (by far the leading donor) supplied $655.4 
million. 

Beyond direct bilateral aid , France provides the 
Malagasy government with various loans for bank 
restructuring, import supports, radio reception, telephone 
systems, public transportation, etc. Madagascar has also 
benefited enormously from a 1990 decision by France to 
cancel most of the debt owed it by the least-developed 
countries. For Madagascar this debt relief amounted to 
about $715 million. 

A key question is whether the French will be willing to 
keep underwriting the failures of the Malagasy economy 
in order to maintain a privileged position within the 
country. Late in 1992, France announced that its 1993 
aid to Madagascar would be reduced, because of 
Malagasy inability to absorb more than a certain amount 
of aid and as a way of giving teeth to IMF restructuring 
efforts. 

It is also not clear whether the government will choose 
to maintain its present dependence upon the French or 
will look to broaden its base of trade, aid, and investment 
support. Within Madagascar's new export processing 
zone, French, Mauritian, and Hong Kong investors seem 
to have made early commitments, but overall the 
Malagasy government has been disappointed by the slow 
rate of investment, particularly from France. Speculation 
has emerged that the French might be dragging their feet 
until they get assurances that Madagascar will accept 
technology and know-how from Reunion , and allow 
goods made in Madagascar to be reexported through 
Reunion (with "Made in Reunion" labels) for easier access 
to European Community (EC) markets. 

Waiting in the wings as potential competitors to 
France in Madagascar are South Africa, India, Mauritius, 
and even Australia. Of these, South Africa is potentially 
by far the most promising from the Malagasy point of 
view. Throughout most of the period since 
independence, Madagascar shied away from ties with 
South Africa and generally supported boycotts of the 
apartheid state. But as South Africa and Madagascar 
began to change in the late 1980s, both countries sought 
to reestablish commercial and diplomatic relations. 

In April1990, two months after the release of Nelson 
Mandela, formal contacts between the two governments 
were restored and soon thereafter (August 1990) 
President F.W. de Klerk visited Madagascar. Before the 
end of 1990, aviation ties were started and a new 
shipping service was operating between Durban and 
ports on Madagascar's west coast. In April1991, 
"representative bureaus" were established in each country. 

Meanwhile, Indian investment groups have been 
looking at Madagascar. A quarterly shipping service 
between Bombay and Toamasina (Madagascar's largest 
port) has been started by the Shipping Line of India, and 
Indian investors have recently opened a large matchbox 
factory. Just how far Indian investment grows may well 
depend upon the ability of Malagasy authorities to curb 
local attacks on Indo-Muslim businesses; these were a 
disturbing feature of the political and economic unrest of 
1991-1992. 

Australia too has made new efforts to develop ties with 
Madagascar. An Australian oil company, BHP Australia, 
has been involved in local exploration in conjunction with 
BHP Madagascar. 

Madagascar's prospects for the rest of the 1990s are 
difficult to predict. President Zafy's new government is 
likely to continue the process of economic liberalization, 
if only because the IMF, the World Bank, and major 
bilateral donors will insist upon it. Whether Madagascar's 
political leaders can hold together the coalitions needed 
to give structural adjustment a chance to work remains an 
open question. Only when Madagascar develops stable 
political structures and favorable conditions for external 
investment will it be possible to determine the country's 
true potential . 

Seychelles 
Seychelles-the smallest of the island states-has since 
independence experienced both external interventions 
and a period of sustained political stability and economic 
growth . As in the case of the Comoros, the tiny size of 
the nation has made it exceptionally vulnerable to outside 
pressure. 

The country became independent on June 29, 1976 
under President James Mancham. On June 5, 1977, he 
was ousted in a coup that brought to power then-Prime 
Minister France Albert Rene, who rejected Mancham's 
capitalist philosophy in favor of a "non-Marxist" version 
of socialism. External assistance from Tanzania, in 
particular, helped Rene consolidate his rule. 

Some Western observers in the late 1970s and early 
1980s feared that Seychelles, geographically isolated and 
politically unstable, would be a prime target for Soviet 
meddling. There was indeed an attempt at foreign 
intervention, but it came from South Africa rather than 
the Soviet Union or its allies. On November 25, 1981, a 
group of mercenaries disguised as a vacationing rugby 
team flew into Seychelles and tried to overthrow the 
government. The attempted coup (which was clearly 
supported by elements within Pretoria's intelligence 
community) failed due to the alertness of the Seychelles 
security forces and the bungling of the mercenaries. 
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Four Indian Ocean Nations: Some Basic Facts as of 1991 

GNP Life 
Area Population per capita Expectancy 

Country (sq. km.) 

Comoros 1,862 492,000 $500 56 years 
Madagascar 587,041 12 million $210 51 years 
Mauritius 2,040 1.1 million $2,410 70 years 
Seychelles 454 69,000 $5,110 71 years 

SOURCES: World Bank, World Development Report 1993 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); 
and Africa South of the Sahara 1993 (London: Europa Publications, 1992). 

In response to this pivotal event, President Rene began 
to pay far closer attention to his island neighbors and to 
the regional powers that could either threaten or assist his 
government. What emerged was a decade-long effort to 
implement a nonaligned foreign policy. The result has 
been an extended period of economic growth and a 
stable security situation that is rooted in good relations 
with all neighboring regional powers. 

Beginning in the early 1980s, France supplanted the 
United Kingdom as the country's leading source of aid, 
providing nearly one-third of all bilateral aid received. In 
addition, France puts up a significant share of the 
multilateral assistance offered Seychelles by the World 
Bank and EC, and French loans provide credit for the 
Development Bank of Seychelles. France is also 
Seychelles' leading trade partner. Approximately 70 
percent of Seychelles' exports go either to France or 
Reunion; France, Britain, and South Africa provide the 
most imports. 

Beyond economic ties, France maintains significant 
political, cultural, and even military ties with Seychelles. 
President Rene visits France regularly, as do many other 
ministers. President Mitterrand paid a one-day visit in 
June 1990, and other French ministers pass through 
regularly. France provides scholarships and encourages 
the continued use of French. In the background, French 
military assets remain potentially available. Even as the 
November 1981 coup attempt was unfolding, the French 
responded to Rene's calls for assistance by dispatching 
warships to Seychelles. The coup collapsed before they 
were needed, but the French willingness to help was 
appreciated. France has since trained helicopter pilots 
and is providing reconnaissance boats to help the 
government patrol its Exclusive Economic Zone. 

The South African, Indian, and Australian presence is 
more modest, but nevertheless valued by the government. 
The South African connection has been the most 
complex. From independence until well into the 1980s, 
South Africa was primarily seen as a powerful and 
basically hostile regional power. After the mercenary 
incident aftermath, Pretoria and the Seychelles 
government reportedly cut an informal deal . In exchange 

for the release of South African prisoners, the South 
African government promised not to allow further coup 
attempts to be launched from its territory, agreed to help 
guarantee the country's security, and provided an 
indemnity payment. By the late 1980s, approximately 
13 percent of imports came from South Africa, and 
South African tourists were slowly finding their way to the 
islands. 

With the dismantling of apartheid proceeding apace, 
South Africa has aggressively pursued a closer economic 
and political relationship. Weekly flights between 
Johannesburg and Seychelles began in August 1991, and 
a Seychelles tourist office opened in South Africa in 
September 1991. Consular links were formally 
established in April1992. This has been followed by a 
flurry of ministerial visits pursuing ties in such diverse 
areas as educational exchanges, medical cooperation, and 
hotel management. Because of its relative proximity, 
South Africa is well placed to increase its share of food 
and beverage exports into Seychelles. Moreover, rumors 
abound as to the possibility of South African interests 
buying shares of various Seychelles parastatals (e .g., Air 
Seychelles and the Seychelles Marketing Board) as they 
are privatized. 

India and Australia also slowly increased their 
involvement with Seychelles during the 1980s. India's 
role arose as a corollary of its growing military interest in 
the Indian Ocean. As India flexed its regional muscle, the 
Seychelles government began the process of more fully 
engaging India. This has included allowing Indian soldiers 
to train the Seychelles armed forces and expressing 
support for India's 1988 intervention in the Maldives. 
Modest economic ties in the areas of trade and 
development assistance have also begun. Australia's role 
has been the most modest of the regional powers. In the 
last five years, however, as Australian aid to the Indian 
Ocean region has increased, Seychelles has benefited. In 
1989-1990, Australia provided $1.4 million for 
education, training, and the establishment of a 
management school. Australian aid since then has 
supported similar projects and been used to rebuild the La 
Digue harbor. All this activity speaks to the success of 
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Seychelles in diversifying its international ties. More than 
many countries, Seychelles has been able to attract 
Western economic support and tourist dollars while 
remaining nonaligned. 

In the 1990s, with no nations other than India offering 
any counter to Western influence, Seychelles has begun a 
process of democratization and political reform. 
Long-exiled leaders have returned to the country, and in 
July 1992 the country held its first multiparty election 
since independence to choose a commission to rewrite 
the nation's constitution. 

In November 1992, a referendum on the new draft 
constitution failed to reach the necessary 60 percent of 
the vote needed for approval. After the government and 
main opposition parties agreed on certain amendments, a 
second referendum held in June 1993 resulted in over 70 
percent approval for the new constitution. Multiparty 
presidential and legislative elections held in July 1993 
under the new constitution resulted in a victory for the 
party of President Rene, the Seychelles People's 
Progressive Front (SPPF). Rene garnered 59.5 percent 
of the overall vote compared to former Prime Minister 
James Mancham' s 36.7 percent. The SPPF won 21 of 
22 contested National Assembly seats. All international 
observers and the contending parties agreed the election 
was freely and fairly contested and accepted the results. 

With several elections and referenda in little more than 
a year, the Seychelles political scene seems utterly 
transformed, a fact likely to please the major Western 
powers as well as other regional actors. Although the 
country has the highest per capita income in sub-Saharan 
Africa, there are concerns as well as promise for its 
future. The World Bank has pointed out that Seychelles 
faces "serious constraints" from the environmental and 
labor point of view that could affect its capacity to 
"improve (or even maintain) living standards." Economic 
growth, while significant in recent years, must become 
less dependent upon tourism; greater attention needs to 
be given to fishing and import substitution. 

Any doubts about the long-term vitality of the 
Seychelles economy would be eliminated if oil were to be 
found in the island nation's waters. Oil industry sources 
have become increasingly optimistic about this possibility. 

Mauritius 
The economic and foreign policy of Mauritius shows the 
most developed range of contacts of the four island 
nations. Its economy is more sophisticated and more 
successful. Despite its small size and a population of only 
1.1 million, Mauritius has shrewdly exploited its ethnic 
diversity to establish productive relations with a surprising 
array of nations. 

Mauritius is utterly dependent upon external ties to 
keep its economy going . It has needed to sell its sugar, 
diversify its economy through industrialization, attract 
investment and aid from a range of sources, and utilize its 
marvelous physical attributes to draw tourists. In order to 
do all this, Mauritius has focused its foreign policy on the 
countries that have played a large role in the peopling 
and governing of the island. 

Mauritius was taken over by France in the early 
eighteenth century; the British then seized control in 
1810. Thus, Mauritius has been influenced politically and 
culturally by both European nations, a fact that remains 
salient even today. 

A strong relationship has been maintained with Britain 
since independence in 1968. Each of the nation's prime 
ministers, Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam (1968-1982) and 
Sir Aneerood Jugnauth (1982-present), spent years 
working and studying in Britain. Mauritius is one of the 
few former British colonies that has maintained a 
multiparty parliamentary system of government 
throughout its independent history. Queen Elizabeth II 
remained the nominal head of state until a republic was 
established in March 1992. 

Britain was a major aid donor <luring the early years of 
independence and remains in 1993 Mauritius's most 
important export market, largely because it buys most of 
the sugar crop under terms negotiated through the sugar 
protocol of the Lome Convention between the EC and 
the African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) countries. 
Mauritius and Britain remain at loggerheads only over the 
question of Diego Garcia, the 1 ,200-mile-distant atoll 
severed from colonial-era Mauritius under the terms of an 
agreement reached during independence negotiations 
and then leased by Britain in 1966 for 50 years to the 
United States, which established a military base there. 
Mauritius has long sought to have the atoll returned to its 
control. 

Despite the enduring strength of British ties, it has 
been France that has emerged as Mauritius's most 
important economic partner. (Mauritius's closest 
neighbor, Reunion, is a "department" of France and the 
headquarters of the French southern Indian Ocean 
detachment of 2, 700 soldiers.) After independence 
France far exceeded Britain and everyone else in its avid 
courtship of Mauritius (driven in part by its strategic 
interests in the region), drawing heavily upon the fact that 
many Mauritians speak French, that Mauritian Creole is 
based on French, and that this French heritage and 
cultural affinity had scarcely been altered over a century 
and a half of British rule. For its part, Mauritius has been 
tolerant of France's regional security posture, accepts 
Reunion as French territory, and supports French 
membership in the Indian Ocean Commission. 

French involvement in the Mauritian economy is 
diversified and sustained. France is (1) Mauritius's 
number one trading partner-its most important source 
of imports and second only to Britain as a market for 
Mauritian exports; (2) responsible (together with Reunion) 
for approximately 45 percent of all tourists in the 
country; and (3) the leading provider of concessional 
loans and foreign aid. Numerous French firms invest in 
the export processing zone; Paris offers scholarships to 
French universities and assistance for the Mauritius 
Broadcasting Corporation. French television, relayed 
directly to Reunion, is readily available in Mauritius. 

Despite the depth of its Paris connection, however, 
Mauritius has more economic partners and international 
friends than any of the other three island nations, which 



strengthens its foreign policy options. To an unusual 
degree, Mauritius has been able to develop and maintain 
strong ties with important developed-world actors while 
simultaneously building significant links to other countries 
in the nonaligned world. In this latter category are good 
relations with neighboring island countries, African 
mainland states, major Arab nations, and such significant 
East Asian countries as Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China. 
Ties with India and South Africa are particularly 
important. 

Two-thirds of the Mauritian population has roots in 
India and links are sustained at many levels: history, 
family, language, religion. State visits to Mauritius by 
Indian leaders occur on a regular basis and are seen as 
festive occasions where close ties are warmly recognized. 
Over the years, Indian aid to Mauritius has grown steadily 
to the point where it now ranks second only to that of 
France. Indian aid supports a variety of endeavors. In 
1976 Prime Minister Indira Gandhi came to Mauritius to 
inaugurate the Mahatma Gandhi Institute, a major library 
and language training institute largely financed by India. 
India has supplied assessment teams to help Mauritius 
formulate development plans for Rodrigues and the 
Agalega islands, built a new judicial headquarters, and 
supported projects in the areas of electrification, civil 
aviation, shipping, hospital construction, broadcasting, 
and education. 

Beyond cultural and economic ties, Mauritius and India 
have regional security interests that usually are in 
harmony. India sees Mauritius as within its sphere of 
influence and it is possible that Mauritius would look to 
India or that India would interpose itself unilaterally if 
internal troubles arose. After two assassination attempts 
against Prime Minister Jugnauth in 1988-1989, India 
provided Mauritius with a security adviser to upgrade its 
protection of the head of government. Mauritius has 
followed the Indian lead by supporting the Indian Ocean 
zone of peace concept, and has welcomed India's 
steadfast opposition to the U.S. presence on Diego 
Garcia and its support for Mauritian sovereignty there. 
Despite occasional disagreements (e.g., India's discomfort 
with the significant investment and trade ties between 
Mauritius and South Africa during the apartheid era), the 
depth of the relationship between the two countries is 
great and there is little reason to believe that it is in any 
way at risk. 

Relations with South Africa have been an enduring 
political challenge. Mauritius's own success in blending 
peoples of diverse racial backgrounds into a functioning 
democracy stands in stark contrast to South Africa. 
Nevertheless, Mauritius, like other southern African 
countries, was driven by practical considerations to 
develop economic ties. South Africa is the closest nation 
with a developed industrial base . Many goods and 
products Mauritius must import are far cheaper there 
than elsewhere. Its businesses have invested in both the 
export processing zone and the tourist industry (South 
Africa has long been the third major source of tourists to 
Mauritius after Reunion and France) . 

The political transformation now under way in South 
Africa has opened a whole new chapter in the bilateral 
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relations of the two countries. In 1991, President de 
Klerk and Minister of Foreign Affairs Roelof ("Pik") Botha 
paid private visits to Mauritius, and early in 1992 
relations were raised to the consulate level. Across the 
Mauritian political spectrum, there is hope that South 
Africa will send more tourists, invest more broadly, and 
increase its participation in the financial sector while 
purchasing more tea, textiles, and clothing. 

The Mauritian story is a remarkable one. In an era in 
which many developing countries have been unable to 
maintain democratic institutions, faltered in their efforts 
to sustain economic growth, and failed to maintain 
domestic peace between diverse groups, the Mauritian 
record has been exceptional. A multiparty democratic 
political system and a tolerant political culture have been 
sustained since independence, and economic growth has 
proceeded to the point where Mauritius is on the verge of 
becoming an upper-middle-income developing country. 

The challenge for Mauritius in the 1990s is to make 
the transition from a low-wage, labor-intensive economy 
to a more capital-intensive and high-tech one. For this to 
be accomplished, manpower and equipment must be 
upgraded, domestic infrastructure improved, and 
environmental problems ,combated. Moreover, Mauritian 
leaders will have to manage conflict arising between 
worker demands for higher wages and employer and 
investor concerns about remaining competitive in the 
world marketplace; from the impact of increased 
industrialization and growing tourism on the fragile 
domestic environment; and from the trade-off between 
the demands and rewards of modern capitalism and the 
high value Mauritians have traditionally placed on 
maintaining communal ties. In all three areas, external 
support will be needed. To the degree that France, India, 
South Africa, and other bilateral and multilateral donors 
are supportive, the more likely it is that Mauritius will be 
able to repeat its earlier successes. 

The Indian Ocean Commission 
Although each of the island nations has developed its 
own relations with larger regional powers, there has 
emerged one organization-the Indian Ocean 
Commission (IOC)-through which these nations have 
endeavored to coordinate various regional efforts. The 
IOC was established in 1982 with Madagascar, Mauritius, 
and Seychelles as founding members; in 1985, the 
Comoros and France (representing its overseas 
department of Reunion) were added. Despite much talk, 
the development of a permanent structure evolved slowly 
and it was not until 1989 that a secretary general was 
named and a permanent secretariat established in 
Mauritius. 

The IOC has identified a number of areas for 
cooperative action: trade, fishing, training, handicraft 
development, the development of a new University of the 
Indian Ocean, transportation (including both civil aviation 
and inter-island shipping), and joint industrial projects. 
To date, however, the actual accomplishments of the IOC 
have been few, because the member countries vary 
widely in their development and infrastructure, and their 
economies have little to offer one another at anything 
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resembling competitive prices. Moreover, the member 
states compete for tourist revenues, foreign aid, and 
investment in their fishing and manufacturing sectors. 

Perhaps the area with the greatest long-term potential 
for inter-island regional cooperation is the exploitation of 
sea-based resources, especially fishing . Together the 
Exclusive Economic Zones of the four island nations 
comprise over 2 million square miles. Their ability to 
exploit this vast area is, however, handicapped by the fact 
that they possess little indigenous fishing capability that 
can operate beyond coastal waters. 

For the moment, it is hard to predict more than 
modest future successes for the IOC. The development 
goals of individual countries and the current financial 
domination of the region by France point to an 
organization that will have difficulty turning its rhetoric 
into fact. Until the IOC is able to reach beyond France 
and entice other regional powers and international actors 
to support its collective efforts, its options seem limited 
indeed . 

In Summary 
The development and security experiences of the island 
nations of the southwestern Indian Ocean have been 
quite different. Seychelles and Mauritius have 
experienced considerable economic success and a 
significant degree of political stability. On the other 
hand , the Comoros and Madagascar have failed to 
develop political institutions capable of governing 
effectively or commanding popular allegiance, and their 
economies remain among the weakest in the world. 

As relatively isolated island nations, none of these 
countries were deeply involved in the struggles of the cold 
war and none are really important to the global economy. 
Nonetheless, they all have sought to build ties with 
countries that would provide political and economic 
support. In the past two decades France has emerged as 
their most significant economic partner. French support 
is likely to continue to be crucial , particularly to whatever 
development prospects might emerge in the Comoros 
and Madagascar. 

The Indian Ocean security situation will probably be 
more benign during the 1990s than in recent decades. 
The era of mercenary interventions seems to have been 
put to rest; the end of the cold war removes competitive 
superpower rivalries; and the ongoing transformation in 
South Africa surely removes that nation as a source of 
regional destabilization. What has not been eliminated is 
the possibility of internal political unrest. Certainly the 

Comoros and Madagascar, despite the democratic 
progress of the past two years, have not yet 
demonstrated that they can remain politically stable 
over time. Were coups, assassinations, or other internal 
conflicts to occur, any external intervention would almost 
certainly come from France, India, or South Africa-the 
three regional powers with the military capabilities to 
respond to calls for assistance. (The United States has 
available assets at Diego Garcia, but it is most unlikely to 
be interested in playing the role of policeman in the 
southwestern Indian Ocean.) 

Economic development will undoubtedly be the 
primary concern of all four nations throughout the 
1990s. Toward this end they will seek help wherever 
they can find it. South Africa, India, and perhaps 
Australia may emerge as regional partners that can 
augment the assistance already flowing from France, 
other developed nations, and major multilateral 
organizations. As Mauritius has shown, economic and 
political success can go together. The challenge of the 
1990s will be for the other island nations to take 
advantage of the calm international situation to rebuild 
their domestic political structures and engender economic 
growth. If successful, the southwestern Indian Ocean 
could become a model for other regions in the developing 
world confronting the dual challenges of democratization 
and development . 
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