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Seychelles

Located deep in the Indian Ocean, the small island nation of Seychelles has built itself
into an African success story. Its president, James Michel (piczured right), has told New
African how they did it: “We accepted our own mistakes, abandoned what was not
working, and embraced reform by putting the interests of the country first above any
political considerations. This way we gave hope to the people that they can enjoy a more
prosperous future.” Wanjohi Kabukuru reports from the Seychelles capital, Victoria.

resident James Michel

of the Seychelles is

not a gambler. But

when it martered

most, he took one

of the most daring
pu] itical Eamb]ts in_his life,
ignoring warnings from his
closest political aides and friends.

[t all began in 2008. This was

when Michel initiated a wide
raft of economic reforms in the
Indian Ocean island nartion.
The economic ideals thar Michel
adopred took the country on
the most dithcult path it had
ever taken since independence
in 1976. This is because
Seychelles’ economic model,
which it adopted when Michel’s
predecessor, France Albert Rene,
overthrew James Mancham
in 1976, was characterised by
heavy state intervention in the
economy and a well-spread
welfare system unmatched in
Africa and rivalling European
welfare plat}urms

Michel decided to take
the unsavoury path and
alter the country’s socialist-
leaning economic direction
when it became clear thart
Sevchelles was on the verge
of economic difhculries as it
was overburdened by debr and
imbalance in international
rcp:{}'mcnts_

The pn:ﬁidcnt overhauled
the country’s fiscal policies
and li l‘if]’ﬂ]l'itd the economy by
reducing state mnnnpnllcq and
controls. The foatation of the

.Sc:}'tht"ts Rupee (SCR) and
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opening up of state enterprises
tor prwatn:atmn together with
civil service reforms, were the
other measures that completely
redefined the economy.,

On the economic front,
these decisions looked Euud but
politically they were a hot potato.
As he launched the economic
transformation thar included
redundancies in the civil service,
financial analysts predicted a
tough time for Seychelles and a
longer period of recovery. The
IMF adjusted its predictions
by forecasting a slow economic
growth, pegging it to grow by
4% in 2010.

Politically Michel was billed
to lose the 2011 general election
simply because of the economic
model he was introducing. The
opposition picked up on this
as the [mplc mentation of the
reforms began to bite.

In the 2011 election, the
OPPOSITION led |:|n1+r Wavel
Ramkalawan's .':-.::]f-r_h::"t:-.

T\atmnﬂ Party {ENI:'] had a ﬁt'h.{
da".- It harpt‘d LalN tl'l.t‘ n.‘l.ﬂ.t]‘rtj"r"
tULI.gJ'.I tllTIt".': H.I'I'I'J. LlE-t'liJ It to '.’:Ettl':'.'
political scores with Michel's
ruling Peoples’ Party. This
worried Michel’s closest advisors
who wanted the economic
changes to be cut short so as

to give him a hghring chance
politically.

Burt to the urter surprise of his
aides, Michel pegged his polirical
life to the reform process and
disregarded their vehement
protestations. Knnwmg very well
That tI'IC ECONOMIC ['Cj'l.'![']TI*'. WLCIC

a bitter pn] itical and social tool,
Michel refused to budge and
ignored their analysis. Instead,
he instructed his campaign
managers to tell his countrymen
the truth about the economic
reforms.

IMF wrong

In 2010, Seychelles’” economy
defed IMF projections and
grew by 6.2%. This was positive
campaign silage for Michel ro
use in his re-election campaign
and a sure sign thar rhe retorms
were bearing fruit in record rime,
disproving critics. With the
OPLImMIsTIC SIgns of an economic
turnaround, Michel went ahead
and structured his entire political
p]qtin:rm and ca mpalgn Mmessage
on the economic reforms he was
overseeing.

We :-:ta}'l:i_{ on course and
did not waver, not even when
Lunirunttd I:l}' the L‘llgt‘l‘lf_lth of

P'U'I lt]Lh tl'lt' Prthll.{t]'.lt rt:.a”:-.

“In 2011, betore the presidential
election, given what was at
stake [ was strongly advised to
defer further movement on the
programme. [ refused, stating
that [ would stand hrm and
that the reforms would conrtinue
in spite of everything. In fact
I insisted that [ would use the
reform programme as my re-
election platform.”

Michel's sinceriry shocked his

advisers. While visiting districts
i'-l.]'.ld :FH.CCCI. h']r" Tﬂl.'l.gl.'l quc.ﬁtinns

from voters, he stuck to his belief

of seeking o win over voters by
convincing them that the world
had moved on from the realities
of the 19705 and 80s.

“I personally led town hall
meetings in the districts when we
launched the economic reform
-H.Ef]'.lda. I'I.t‘ 5-E|.‘|-'.'| 1";':'1: I'I.EI.'I'J. to
flp]ﬂlﬂ. ] PC'UP']E' t]'.lt' LI'IEEIE.E'B
thﬂ.t WETE 'l'_L'IITIlI'Ig It was not
easy as in some places people
disagreed. Burt [ never ook
offence, it was a price we had to
pay to win their hearts.

He continues: “The feedback |
got from the public meetings was
good as it helped us pur in place
necessary changes rthar were
needed. [ knew that the people of
Seychelles needed a major change
in mindset, to move away from
d I::.-"I:]C ni:c-l:nnnm[c fI.EFCﬂ'I:I.C]'.IC:r’
and rn’:l[ancc 11 ED".-'I:I'H ment
social services to a new arritude
'DF L.ECI L'I.P HHCI. fl.i'.l' ﬁnmcth[ng Fﬂf
}rnur!-:cli:', fepe a:z"z:r.fam};_}'e, as we say
in Creole.”

Michel’s deputy, vice-
prtsidtnt Danltl}' l:;aurl:. agrees
“This rare act led |::|}r our
Prtﬁi.df]'.lt Wds tht’ tUl.IL'I'I. thﬂt
made all the difference when
it mattered most. The voters
believed us.”

When the votes were finally
counted, Michel’s gamble had
paid off. 31,966 vorters (35.40%)
vored for Michel while his closest
rival, Ramkalawan, sertled for
23,878 ballots. The voters trusted
Michel’s sincerity and vored him
back in, even thnugh he was
largely seen as an undcrdng_

Today, he says: =My re-




election with close to 56% of the
vote demonstrated E]I:".'lrl}-' the
trust of the people in my polirical
and economic direction and
their support for the programme.
Events and developments were to
prove me right.”

Revamping Seychelles’
economy was risky not just
for the political fortunes of
President Michel but for the
entire People’s Parcy and the
“second republic” foundarion it
had purt in place within 30 years.
To this day it is not clear why
the opposition saw Michel as a
weakling and in the presence of
his towering predecessor Alb
Rene, underrated him. This is in
spite of the fact that Michel had
continuously served as a minister
in the government since 1977,

Th n.':ugh Michel is Seychelles’
president, he is actually
considered favourably as the
leader of the Small Island
Dtt-'t]n;:piﬂg atates (SI1)S),
for championing his two pet
ideas, the “blue economy”™ and
climate change. In another body
representing island nations, the
Alliance of Small Island States
(AOSIS), which has 44-member
countries, Michel has cur his
own niche as his two perennial
MESsAges are issues perrinent to
all small island nations.

He has ensured that the blue
economy, which he defines as
“sustainable usage of oceans,
better prices for fisheries, sater
maritime trade routes and
L‘LlL]i.T:II:IIL‘ wealth shﬂring from
marine resources and ocean-
related economic ventures”, get

After all, as Michel argues,
“70% of our planet is covered by
oceans and 90% of the world’s
trade is ¢

He says in closing
recall the biggest gamble in my
life and today we are a parable
of success. We accepred our
own mistakes, abandoned whar
was not working, and embraced
reform by putting the interests
of the country first above any
political considerations.

“'This way we gave hope to
the people that they can enjoy
a more prosperous future. Qur
doors are open for anyone
wihhing to learn .*H_rmtrhing, from
our experience.” NA
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