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Abstract- This research assesses the conditions of women living in precarious economic conditions in Mauritius.  Despite the 
fact that the island nation stands as a model of economic development in Africa and is positioned as an upper-middle economy, 
all people do not have access to the basic economic needs to allow them live decently.  There is ongoing debate on setting a 
minimum wage threshold to see that decent salaries are obtained by lower level employees in Mauritius to live with minimum 
benefits.  The case of women remains interesting from the fact that, at the operational level, women are firstly more 
disadvantaged to men and jobs in the informal sector prevent them from living decently.  Unless, a minimum wage is declared, 
it will always be difficult for women to get out of the trap.  This study evaluates the difficulties from a case study perspective 
but also explains the challenge of setting a decent minimum salary to ensure the protection of women in the Mauritian society. 
 
Index Terms- Decent living, minimum wage, precarious, women, Mauritius 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Decent salaries promote effective growth and 
development of the workforce.  People expect to be 
well paid so that they could meet both ends. Wages 
and salaries to be paid by organisations must be able to 
attract talented human resources, serves as legal 
requirements, help to retain and finally motivate 
employees on their job which will increase individual 
output and invariably, enhanced the organisational 
performance [1]. To this end, the Government of 
Mauritius has decided to work on a minimum salary 
threshold known as ‘salaire minimal’ locally to ensure 
that people at the lowest rung of society have the 
chance to benefit from decent salaries. 
On the one hand, it is feared that low wages offered to 
the working class might be the source of abuse and 
exploitation of such a category of workers.  On the 
other hand, it might be also true that low wages could 
be the source of the creation of poverty traps in 
Mauritius while this could also end up in social 
inequality and injustice. The ILO (2014) comments 
that minimum wage policy provides social protection 
to vulnerable and unorganised/informal workers, 
sectors uncovered by collective bargaining and 
therefore most vulnerable to unduly low wages and 
exploitation (e.g. domestic workers, cleaners, etc) [2]. 
It is also in line with strategies to increase 
opportunities for decent employment where workers 
are guaranteed, amongst others to a fair income and 
security in the workplace. 
 
II. WOMEN IN THE PICTURE 
From this perspective, it is fair to consider women in 
the category of low wage earners particularly those 
coming from the working class.  If one goes back to the 
past days of Mauritian history, one might recall that 
women were earlier less privileged to men in terms of 

social rights and benefits.  Additionally, women in 
certain sectors earned lower wages to men because of 
certain reasons associated like the difference in the 
nature of jobs undertaken by women, the nonexistence 
of formalised jobs for women in informal sectors like 
agriculture, fishing, etc. 
 
III. THE CONCEPT OF MINIMUM WAGE 
 
The cry from trade unions regarding minimum wage 
has been omnipresent in the history of trade unions.  
As a result of increase in the cost of living, there has 
been the eventuality of the pauperisation of the 
Mauritian society especially at the lower rungs of 
society. However, trade unions are already crying foul 
as the rate to be decided by this council will be based 
per hour. This week, left-wing political party 
Rezistans ek Alternativ claimed that the national 
minimum wage should be fixed at Rs 13,000 per 
month [3]. Schuman (2013) confirms that intensifying 
class struggle is not just a phenomenon of the 
slow-growth, debt-ridden industrialised world. Even 
in rapidly expanding emerging markets, tension 
between rich and poor is becoming a primary concern 
for policymakers [4].  This might seem paradoxical in 
comparison to the wealthy classes that have benefited 
more and more in terms of wages and salary increases 
both in the public and the private sector positioning 
Mauritius as an ‘upper middle’ economy.  In this way, 
as the economy progress from a low income economy 
to a higher one, it might have been evident to state that 
all Mauritians presently benefit from better standards 
of living.  Research has evidenced that although 
economic development has favoured a large segment 
of society, poverty has made inroads both among the 
middle and more profoundly, at the lower-middle and 
lower classes. 
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In an attempt to overcome the wage deficiency among 
the lower classes, trade unions have been the first to 
voice this disparity and persuade government to 
develop a mechanism to avoid the wage erosion of the 
lower classes.  The Confederation des Travailleurs du 
Secteur Privé (CTSP) has been at the forefront of the 
battle to call for a ‘minimum wage threshold’.  This 
effort obtained mitigated support at the beginning but 
with today’s economy fuelled with growing inflation 
and stagnant employment levels, it has become 
difficult for the lower social groups to manage their 
day-to-day existence. As at 2014, two trade union 
federations covering a large proportion of Mauritian 
employees were already in the process of asking for 
the crucial importance of the issue of the creation of a 
minimum wage. On the basis of several indicators, the 
General Workers Federation estimates the national 
minimal salary as Rs 14 000 and warns that it will 
strongly oppose any attempt by employers' or other 
organisations to introduce their national minimum 
wage quantum entailing the gradual elimination of 
Remuneration Orders in the private sector [5]. 
 
IV. THE PRECARITY OF FEMALE JOBS 
 
The social configuration of the Mauritian society 
makes it clear of the male dominance in the family.  
This has developed since the past where the 
patriarchal influence remained predominant in 
society.  Other influences might be religion, family 
background and even societal perception.  The male 
gender was considered as the bread winner with low 
female participation in society.  It was only when 
industrialisation developed in Mauritius by the start of 
the 1980s that women started entering the job market 
particularly in the Free Zone that was highly 
influenced by the manufacturing sector like garment 
production.  Women entered this industry in large 
numbers and, to this day, the textile sector remains 
dominated by a higher percentage of women 
compared to men. However, Wilcox (2014) comments 
that the bad news is that growing economic 
opportunities for women have not translated into more 
family income for poor and working-class families at 
the lower end of the income ladder [6]. The 
phenomenon is surprising because up and down the 
income ladder, women have been bringing home more 
bacon since the 1970s. 
 
V. THE WAGE DISCREPANCY 
 
A key aspect of wage differentials in the Mauritian 
workplace remains that men get better wages than 
women.  From a Statistics Mauritius report on 
employment for the year 2013, it was showed that with 
a monthly salary of Rs 13.300 women in Mauritius 
receive 26% less than men [7]. Certain key elements 

emerge like longer time at work for men, harder and 
more enduring jobs for the male gender coupled with 
higher experience and intellectual abilities for men 
compared to women regarding the choice of a job and 
the likely difference in status from the elements 
identified here.  This condition might have been the 
causal factor for the discrepancy in salaries.  In line 
with this phenomenon, women rarely accede to the 
‘glass ceiling’ in Mauritius creating a stereotype in the 
form of male predominance in higher paid and valued 
jobs. 
 
There has been, so far, little interest regarding the low 
paid jobs and their configuration.  Given that such a 
category of jobs tends to fall more in the category of 
menial and informal jobs, the degree of regulation is 
quite inexistent.  Pierson (2008) while referring to 
‘triangular jobs’ makes the following comment: The 
labour hire companies cheaply and quickly provide 
businesses with labour that they can dispose of 
whenever they choose. The labour hire company 
makes a mint by charging out their workers for twice 
the rate that gets passed on to the worker [8]. This is 
where deregulation crops up. What has been stipulated 
so far is the minimum wage payable per hour and 
which can be cumulated depending the number of 
days worked.  A first glance states that a minimum 
hourly rate for menial jobs at least overcomes the 
abuse of either underpaying and not paying a worker.  
To this level, it is also implied and understood that 
women fall prey to this category and might be more 
vulnerable regarding the low wage that they might 
obtain. 
 
VI. A CATEGORISATION OF FEMALE JOBS 
 
Prior to analysing the minimum wage threshold 
regarding low-paid jobs, it would be interesting to find 
out the types of jobs that are mainly targeted or offered 
to women.  One might here ask about the 
‘feminisation’ of jobs but these can be also linked up 
with the type of pay provided to women.  The table 
below highlights certain jobs falling more in the 
feminine category and their pay classification.  Note 
that this is a   inexhaustive list of jobs mentioned. 
 
Fair pay for ‘female’ jobs within the low-income 
bracket ranges from Rs 10 000 to Rs 15 000.  Average 
pay is between the Rs 8 000 and Rs 10 000 bracket 
while low wages vary fairly widely between Rs 3 000 
and Rs 8000. Public sector average salary is around Rs 
25 000-Rs 30 000. 

 
Table 1: Sample categorisation of ‘female’ jobs 

Job Title Job Category Wage 
rating 

Office clerk Administrati Fair 
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ve 
Secretary/ 
Telephonist 

Administrati
ve 

Fair 

Teller Administrati
ve 

Fair 

Cashier Commercial Average 
-Low 

Machinist Manufacturi
ng 

Average 
-Low 

Cane 
cutter/Farmer 

Agricultural Low 

Relief 
worker/helper 

Agricultural Low 

Attendant/Maid Occupational Low 
Helper Occupational Low 
Cleaner Occupational Low 

 
The table highlights a broad categorisation of female 
jobs but depicts that women undertaking other than 
administrative jobs are low paid in Mauritius. For 
instance, the wage of a cleaner or helper undertaking 
an activity in the government, under hire, was Rs 
2000.  Cleaners in kindergartens, primary schools and 
educational institutions perceived such low wages 
despite they had to be in attendance at work during the 
school days.  They were initially paid per hour.  Since 
2014, government decided to adopt an improved 
salary of Rs 8,000 for such workers. 
To better view the situation, Table 2 provides a 
glimpse of low-wage earnings in Mauritius which 
portrays the latent precarious situation in Mauritius. 

 
Table 2:  An eye view on low wage earnings in Mauritius 

covering the period 2012-13 [9]. 
223,000 The number of employees in the 

private sector receiving less than Rs 
13,300 per month 

18, 750 The number of employees in the 
public sector receiving less than Rs 
13,300 per month 

71,500 The number of employees in the 
private sector receiving less than Rs 
5,660 

54,500 The number of households spending 
more than 50% of their income on food 

12,400 The number of households spending 
more than 30% of their income on 
housing (rent, mortgage interest 
payments, maintenance and repairs, 
water, electricity, gas, etc.) 

Source: Statistics Mauritius (2013) 
 
 
VII. THE NEED FOR THE SALARY 
THRESHOLD 
 
Trade unionists have claimed that the minimum salary 
threshold should be initiated.  This perception has also 

been adopted by political parties, both government 
and opposition, with regards to the fact that minimum 
salary must be established.  The problem here is about 
setting the minimum wage level.  In hungary, kiss 
(2015) states that both major hungarian trade union 
confederations, the democratic league of independent 
trade unions and the hungarian trade unions 
confederation have independently proposed that the 
net minimum wage should be equal to the subsistence 
minimum in the medium term [10]. It is important 
because low paid jobs cannot be tallied with 
educational qualifications and work experience that 
clearly apply to public jobs.  Some parties state that 
minimum salaries might be the cause for employers 
not to offer jobs.  Others argue that this could be rather 
a sector-to-sector approach providing that there 
should, at least, be decent pay for the employees 
concerned. 
 
VIII. WOMEN’S PLIGHT 
 
The under representation of women in wage 
negotiation could mean that their voice is weakly 
recognised in collective bargaining.  This is a sad fact 
because women fall in the ‘poverty trap’ and the 
‘vulnerable group’ of workers.  At lower levels, the 
condition of women might be more precarious 
compared to that of men Deutsch et al (2001) 
comment that increasing women's earnings and share 
of family income has also been shown to empower 
women by strengthening their bargaining power in the 
household. Women's earnings are especially 
important, given the growing number of households 
headed by females [11]. 
Case studies reveal that women might be separated 
from their husbands, living and caring alone for their 
children, while working in industries that have an 
unpredictable future.  They could also fall in the trap 
of pauperisation and social ills like prostitution and 
living below decent conditions like squatters in 
ramshackle. 
Surveys have been undertaken on a regular basis to 
find out women in poverty traps with the assistance of 
funding agents like the European Union.  This activity 
might isolate women while little is said of those 
women who are not formally recognised as being part 
of the vulnerable groups.  For example, women 
working as maids and attendants, are not considered 
as being poor since their jobs are associated with the 
formal sector.  The ambiguity remains total because 
authorities might either confound poverty as a factor 
for remedying low wages or low paid jobs as being the 
source of frustration for women. Cukrowska (2015) 
states that achieving gender equality is critical 
towards the greater human development and 
sustainable growth. Since both men’s and women’s 
welfare constitute human welfare, ensuring their 
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equal access to opportunities, freedoms and assets is 
essential for enhancing the development [12]. 
 
To this extent, there is likely to be a national effort to 
establish minimum wage threshold and see how low 
wage earners might be better represented. A 
committee has been set up to determine the minimum 
salary threshold but the implementation is still in the 
waiting since preliminary tasks have just been 
initiated. The National Wage Consultative Council 
Bill (No. Vi of 2016) was implemented to provide for 
the establishment of the National Wage Consultative 
Council which shall, in the discharge of its functions, 
be mainly responsible to make recommendations to 
Government regarding the introduction of a national 
minimum wage in the private and public sectors; and 
the payment of additional remuneration to offset any 
increase in the cost of living every year, with a view to 
improving the living conditions of workers  [13].  
 
IX. WOMEN’S EXPECTATIONS FROM 
SETTING A MINIMUM WAGE 
THRESHOLD-A CASE STUDY APPROACH 
 
A case study approach is developed in order to clearly 
express the views of women regarding the minimum 
wage threshold. These are taken from ‘Le Mauricien’ 
newspaper dated 14th September 2014.  The names of 
the interveners have been initialled to remove any 
prejudicial note and also to conserve anonymity [14]. 
 
A.C., aged 31, living in Bangladesh, Tranquebar, is 
one of those receiving a very low monthly salary. With 
incomes of just under Rs 5,000, she tries hardly to 
raise her nine-year-old son. "I've been looking after 
my child for four years. His father having decided to 
quit his family, I can hardly get through with this 
salary. But I should never lose hope because of my son. 
My life is hard because of my meagre wages.  I cannot 
remember the last time I went to the supermarket to 
shop. I cannot rely solely on my work at the factory. 
Very often, I will work as a housekeeper on weekends. 
I have no shame to admit that I am poor but I’ll try to 
have enough to feed my son." 
 
M.J.A, aged 46. "I raise my daughter with Rs 1,400 a 
month". Her courage deserves to be greeted. She lives 
with her partner in a poverty pocket in Port Louis. Her 
companion cannot work because of an illness.  she 
bears the responsibility to bring money to their modest 
home. "I work twice a week. And by the end of the 
month, I have a total of Rs 1,400 to raise my 8-year-old 
daughter and provide for the expenses of the house. 
With the little money I get, I have to find a way to pay 
back my TV set, which I bought on credit, but also pay 
my water and electricity bills, educate my daughter 

and feed my family. It's a real fight. My expenses are 
much higher than what I earn." 
 
S.C, aged 37:  The lady found herself with five 
children under her responsibility. S.C. has recently 
been employed in the cleaning section of a hospital 
centre and now tries to make ends meet by combining 
odd jobs and the pension she receives. "Until recently I 
worked at the Jeetoo Hospital and was paid a salary of 
Rs 3,800. But the contractor lost the deal and I found 
myself having to work odd jobs as a housekeeper. With 
the pension I receive and the Rs 2,000 that I get 
through these jobs which makes me a total of Rs 4,100 
at the end of the month, my situation is really difficult 
because I have five children. And my partner is no 
longer working after an illness. Most recently, for two 
weeks, my family lived in precarious condition have 
little to eat or drink." 
 
To support the views, excerpts from trade union 
representatives have been included. 
 
In an article published in Le Mauricien (2014), Jane 
Ragoo, CTSP representative states that no less than 
100,000 workers earn less than Rs 6,000 per month, 
with a base salary not exceeding Rs 5,000 per month. 
"As all workers earning Rs 6,000 or less per month do 
not have sufficient purchasing power to feed 
themselves properly, they are required to undertake 
two or more jobs for their subsistence. Government 
cannot continue to ignore these workers. The 100,000 
workers who earn less than Rs 6,000 per month are 
mainly in textile, seafood hub and the service sector, 
where 85% of the employees are women. Basic wages 
in the textile sector and the Sea Food Hub sector were 
Rs 3,965 in September 2013. If nothing is done, 
within two years no Mauritian will be able to work in 
the above-mentioned sectors, where the total 
remuneration is lower than Rs 8,000 per month. There 
will be low paid jobs left to foreign workers in these 
sectors, which will be overexploited with the blessing 
of political decision-makers, "she concludes [15]. 
 
Taking into consideration that the minimum wage 
will be implemented at a given time in Mauritius, the 
following points might be relevant to the expectations 
of women representing the category of low income 
earners. 

 
The opportunity to get a decent salary 
Obtaining a decent salary is the main argument for the 
battle undertaken both by trade unions and employee 
groups in Mauritius.  A decent salary means sufficient 
pay that allows people live without having too much to 
worry about their earnings. According to Emrith 
(2016), the minimum wage must match the 
purchasing power of families of Mauritius [16]. This 
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calculation must be done in a scientific way which 
takes into account their needs. We are very concerned 
that the government does not such an exercise to 
secure this minimum threshold. For our part, we 
believe that the minimum wage should be Rs 8 500 
because the cost of living is high in Mauritius. 

 
Better contribution to the household 
Decent earnings will encourage women to better 
contribute to their household. Women’s economic 
empowerment is a prerequisite for sustainable 
development and pro-poor growth. Achieving 
women’s economic empowerment requires sound 
public policies, a holistic approach and long-term 
commitment and gender-specific perspectives must be 
integrated at the design stage of policy and 
programming [17]. 
At times, vulnerable women fall in the category of 
single parents having to look alone for their children.  
A suitable pay package might address the issue more 
positively. 

 
Recognition for the work undertaken 
Salaries should be aligned with the recognition for the 
work undertaken.  Decent salaries mean that jobs 
undertaken at the operational level that are low paying 
will be, at least, valorised and encourage women to 
undertake such tasks. Work recognition is also a 
motivational factor. Anderson (2015) points out that 
treating employees as people who can make valuable 
contributions to a collaborative team, and sharing with 
them the information they need to do their jobs, will 
result in a happier, more engaged and more productive 
workforce [18]. 

 
Ability of meeting both ends 
The ability to meet family and household expenses is 
essential in today’s context taking into account that 
the cost of living keeps rising in Mauritius. Imbert 
(2015) states that no matter where they live, minimum 
wage workers earn far less than they need to make 
ends meet. There are additional cost centres in today’s 
family like Internet, mobile phone expenses, 
education, etc. that did not exist earlier.  Decent pay 
might partially address this issue [19]. 

 
Planning for the future 
Minimal salary threshold applicable to women would 
help them plan for the future.  This could be in terms 
of planning for better housing, education for children, 
personal development and an aspiration for better life.  
Proper wage planning and use might help women 
better save for the future. Kane (2016) in the 
American context supports the claim that, the federal 
minimum wage isn’t nearly enough to make ends 
meet. Americans who work 40 hours per week at the 
minimum wage earn just $15,080 a year—below the 

poverty threshold for a family of two or more. Living 
aspirations tend to become short-term oriented [20]. 
 
Equality in terms of payment 
The minimum salary threshold would also help 
women to benefit from greater equality in terms of 
wage earnings in Mauritius.  If the minimum wage is 
implemented in the local situation, there will be room 
for better equality in terms of earnings for both gender. 
Rubery (2003) reinforces the idea that without equal 
pay in place it is impossible for individuals and 
households to make decisions that do not reflect and 
reinforce current inequalities [21]. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This research has so far analysed the relevance of 
linking the minimum salary threshold to women in the 
Mauritian context.   Basically, the minimum salary is 
of concern to a large number of Mauritians given that 
recent studies mention about 100,000 families earning 
less than Rs 6,000 a month.  This figure certainly 
includes a sizeable number of female workers who 
easily fall into the low-income trap since they 
undertake jobs in informal sectors.  This work cannot 
be considered as a national survey on minimum wages   
but tries in a certain way to explain how decent 
salaries provided to women might address the problem 
of employee exploitation tallied with the income that 
they perceive.  Paradoxically, Mauritius aims at 
becoming a high-income economy and it is imperative 
that it becomes an inclusive proposal to think of 
levelling salaries from the bottom so as to overcome 
salary inequalities that could exacerbate social 
inequalities.  As Stiglitz (2012) mentions it 
Specifically, inequality leads to a less stable, less 
efficient economic system that stifles economic 
growth and the participation of all members of society 
in the labour market [22].  This is where the minimum 
wage concepts come into action. 
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