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PARIS—It is the warmest memory of many a vacation in
France: the little Paris restaurant where a white-
aproned waiter served a dish glorified on the menu as
something homey like blanquette de veau grandmere,
topped off with a still-tepid crème brûlée that was just
the right mix of crackly and creamy.

The trouble with this picture, it turns out, is that in
21st-century France, chances are high that both the
stew and the dessert were assembled and cooked on a
production line in a distant suburban factory, that
they were quick-frozen and trucked to the restaurant,
that they were then microwaved for unsuspecting
diners who thought they were sampling traditional
French cuisine.

In a survey conducted for the National Union of
Hotel, Restaurant and Cafe Operators, a third of
French restaurants acknowledged serving such facto-
ry-frozen products to clients. Restaurant owners esti-
mated that the real number is substantially higher, as
many chefs were embarrassed to admit the shortcuts
that, in effect, hoodwink their customers.

Aside from the element of fraud, serving factory-
prepared dishes, chefs pointed out, amounts to be-
traying the national heritage of fine eating and un-
dermining one of the main reasons that France is the
world’s top tourist destination. After all, they recalled,
the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation has declared the classic French meal part of the
world patrimony.

One chef who spoke out was Bernard Grateloup,
who owns the Cafe de la Poste at Carmaux, a little
town 80 km northeast of Toulouse. Grateloup told
reporters that he buys fresh fruits and vegetables at
the market when he can but resorts readily to frozen
meats and out-of-season produce because they are so
much cheaper and easier to manage.

A chunk of tuna cooked Provencal style with an
attractive ratatouille on the side, for instance, can be
bought in a restaurant-supply factory for $4, stored in
the freezer indefinitely and sold to a diner for $17 after
three minutes in the microwave, according to a report
in Marianne magazine. A chocolate éclair for dessert
goes for 60 cents at the factory and lands on a restau-
rant table for a profit of several hundred per cent.

The practice has spread across the country in recent
years as freezing techniques improve and restaurant
owners seek to maximize profits by reducing the
number of chefs and assistant chefs in the kitchen. In
addition, it coincides with the increasing industrial-
ization of the food industry across Europe, drama-
tized this year when horsemeat
found its way into frozen lasagna
and experts had trouble tracing
the origins.

Alain Fontaine, who runs Le
Mesturet restaurant near the
Opera in Paris — and who cooks
his dishes from scratch — la-
mented the growing tendency
not only because it cheats diners
but also because it means that
everybody ends up eating the
same mass-produced food with the same homoge-
nized tastes.

“It’s not right,” he said. “We are going to atrophy our
senses.”

Doing things right can hurt the bottom line, Fon-
taine acknowledged. His top-line chefs take home
$2,600 a month after deductions, and assistants make
$1,950. Hiring illegal immigrants to staff the micro-
wave could reduce expenses exponentially.

The restaurant union has proposed reserving the
title “restaurant” for establishments such as Fon-
taine’s that cook their dishes on the premises. Others
— such as chain eateries and cafes that serve reheated
lunch to nearby workers — would be limited to such
designations as cafe, brasserie or inn.

In response, the government minister responsible
for artisanship, commerce and tourism, Sylvia Pinel,
introduced an amendment to a consumer protection
law that would allow restaurants that prepare their
food on the premises to affix a logo to their menus
saying “house-made.” Lawmakers recently tough-
ened the measure, however, making the logo manda-
tory.

The logo, which is yet to be designed, will allow
restaurants to “better inform consumers and pro-
mote quality in the restaurant business,” Pinel said in
a statement. With the Socialist government enjoying
a comfortable majority, her measure was considered
almost certain to pass. That was a disappointment to
Fontaine and other on-the-premises advocates, who
vowed to continue their battle for full disclosure.

“It is only a first step,” he said.
The trade and hospitality union that groups the

largest number of restaurants in France hailed the
Pinel amendment but said it did not go far enough. Its
president, Roland Heguy, told reporters that his orga-
nization would continue lobbying for a designation of
“artisan restaurant,” which would be granted when all
the dishes are prepared on the premises.

About 20,000 French restaurants qualify for the
designation, he estimated, out of about 150,000 estab-
lishments that sell food. But a similar designation
created in 2007 for chefs who pledge to keep factory-
made food down to 40 per cent of the total never
gained acceptance; only 600 chefs signed up.
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PHNOM PENH, CAMBODIA—Last Friday, Cam-
bodian opposition leader Sam Rainsy ar-
rived in Phnom Penh after nearly four years
of self-imposed exile. 

Only a few days prior, the democrat had
been granted a royal pardon for a politically
motivated 11-year prison sentence meted
out in 2010.

More than 100,000 Cambodian National
Rescue Party (CNRP) supporters lined the
capital’s streets to celebrate Rainsy’s return
in what is being called the largest opposi-
tion rally ever to occur in the country.

The ruling Cambodian People’s Party
(CPP) has dominated Cambodia’s political
landscape since 1979, when it was installed
after the Vietnamese army ousted the
bloody Khmer Rouge. Having assumed of-
fice in 1985, 60-year-old Prime Minister
Hun Sen (a former Khmer Rouge guerrilla
himself) is one of the world’s longest-serv-
ing leaders.

In this year’s election campaign, the CPP
has trumpeted the stability, economic
growth, and infrastructure development it
has brought to Cambodia — powerful rhet-
oric in a country with recent memories of
civil war and genocide.

“War will take place if [the opposition] are
elected,” Hun Sen recently told a crowd,
according to the Cambodia Daily. “There
will be both an internal war and external
war, especially a war with Vietnam.”

Despite strong support from city dwellers
and the country’s youth, it remains to be
seen if Rainsy’s liberal democratic CNRP
will be able to sway Cambodia’s traditional-
ly CPP-supporting rural majority. 

Even if it is able to win the election in the
face of skewed voter registration numbers,

a CPP-controlled electoral oversight body,
and widespread voter intimidation, there
are still no guarantees that the CPP will
cede power. CNRP party whip Son Chhay
has been a member of Cambodia’s parlia-
ment since the country’s historic 1993 elec-
tion — its first in modern history. In June,
Chhay and 28 other CNRP lawmakers were
expelled from Cambodia’s 123 seat parlia-
ment. The Australian-educated 57-year-
old hopes to clinch his fifth-consecutive
term in office Sunday.

This interview has been edited and con-
densed.

The CNRP’s campaign slogan is “Change,
or no Change?” What is the opposition
hoping to change in Cambodia?
We want to change from having a govern-
ment that intimidates people to one that
takes care of them — one that respects
human rights and civil liberties. We want to
create stronger institutions and end cor-
ruption in order to free up revenue to pay
for civil services, and we want to end the
destruction of our natural resources. We
want people to become better educated
and more involved in politics. But the most
important change for us is to move from
having power centralized in the hands of
one man to a truly democratic system. We
want to return the country to the Cambodi-
an people.

With the CPP controlling much of the
country’s media, how does the CNRP
share its message with voters?
We have to work harder than the ruling
party. Hun Sen doesn’t need to visit remote
villages, but we have to because we can’t
get our faces on television. 

So, we send people to the countryside to
explain our policies. In urban areas, the
surge of youth support that we’ve been
experiencing has been a tremendous help.
Through Facebook, young people are shar-
ing our message. 

I really think that social media is going to
lead to major changes in Cambodia and the
region. Without social media and our
grassroots meetings, the only information
Cambodians receive is what the ruling par-
ty tells them.

How has Sam Rainsy’s return impacted
the CNRP?
I’ve never seen a rally as large as last Fri-
day’s. The CPP has to pay people to cam-

paign for them — our supporters come out
voluntarily. 

I think Rainsy’s return has given people
hope and helped undecided voters make
up their minds. It shows that democracy
will not die in Cambodia, and that serious
changes are about to take place in this
country.

What do you think the outcome of 
Sunday’s election will be?
If we had free and fair elections, I have no
doubt that we would win quite easily. We
have strong urban and youth support, and
we’re growing in popularity in the country-
side.

Will the election be free and fair?
No. There are many irregularities. Opposi-
tion supporters have been deleted from the
voters list, while at least a million names
have been added. Extra ballots have been
printed, vote buying is widespread, and
people are facing intimidation and violence.
Local authorities and police often stop peo-
ple from attending our meetings, gunshots
have been fired at opposition rallies, and
just last week, someone shot at our head-
quarters in Phnom Penh.

If the election isn’t going to be free and fair,
why bother participating in it?
If we didn’t challenge the ruling party, peo-
ple would lose hope. For years, opposition
members have been treated like enemies
of the state, yet we continued to fight for a
better society. Freedom doesn’t come easi-
ly — it’s worth suffering for. Just look at the
situation now: people are finally not afraid
to express their desire for change in public.

If the CPP wins on Sunday, will your party
contest the results?
The will of the people must be protected. If
the Cambodian people believe that the re-
sults are fake, and if international observers
agree with them, we will take to the streets.

Daniel Otis is a Cambodia-based 
freelance journalist.
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More than 100,000 supporters turned out in Phnom Penh to greet Sam Rainsy, president of the Cambodian National Rescue
Party, when he returned from self-imposed exile last week.
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"If we had free and
fair elections, I
have no doubt that
we would win
quite easily," says
Son Chhay, party
whip for the CNRP.
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What do you give the gun-toting woman
who has everything?

If she’s tired of lugging her Luger in a
grungy gym bag (aren’t we all?) the an-
swer is as close as a click.

Texas-based handbag designer Kate
Woolstenhulme has the stylish solution
to “concealed carry” problems, which af-
flict thousands of women in the U.S.,
where packing hidden heat is legal in all
50 states.

“There are bags for it, but they’re usually
black or brown and there wasn’t a lot of
selection,” says Woolstenhulme, who is
also an aviation designer. “You can’t put a
gun in a regular handbag, because it’s not
safe.”

Today’s pistol-packing mamas shun
lumpy, boring bags, says Woolstenhulme,
who found chic containers lacking when
she got a shiny Smith & Wesson 9mm
from her husband as a Christmas present
back in 2008 when they were living in
gang-ridden Miami. “A lot of what our
culture is about is fashion.”

The result: a range of purpose-built bags
that let you stand your ground in style.

In 56 style and colour combos to suit all
ages and tastes, Woolstenhulme’s bags
are equipped with handy lockable com-
partments to secure weapons and “quick
release retention straps” that are fast on
the draw. All can be ordered from her
website. There’s even a tekkie model to
accommodate an iPad and a back pack

that appeals to the college crowd. If you
have $4,200 to spare, there’s a hyper-hip
crocodile version. They’re not only natty,
but necessary, Woolstenhulme points
out. That’s because in the U.S. you can
bear — but not bare — arms, in the per-
haps counter-intuitive theory that a
crude show of weaponry could intimi-
date people, in a country where there are
90 firearms per 100 residents.

“You have to be very discreet,” she says.
“No ‘imprinting’ can be visible from the
outside, so the average person wouldn’t
feel threatened.” 

The built-in holsters are “completely
adjustable” for your favourite gun, and
protected by material tough enough to
keep your semi-automatic from acciden-
tally ventilating a boardroom floor — a
serious fashion faux pas.

With 43 per cent of American gun own-
ers now female, women of all persuasions

are buying weapons, Woolstenhulme
says. The market is growing. Her custom-
ers range from 20s to 70s, not all of them
packing pistols. “If they don’t choose to
carry a gun they may want to carry a
Taser. Or a baton, a knife or pepper spray.
The whole point is to get out of a situa-
tion.”

Not only style-conscious civilians order
her bags. They’re a must-have item for
law enforcement ladies who want to get
away from those big, bulky gun belts that
(let’s face it) can make you look fat.

And for after-hours there will soon be a
starlight selection: “I’m jumping all the
way to small with an evening bag,” Wool-
stenhulme says. “It will have a detachable
strap. And for night — a chain.”

Gives a whole new meaning to “hot
date.”
Read more stories like this at
thestar.blogs.com/worlddaily
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Texas-based handbag designer Kate Woolstenhulme offers up a range of
purpose-built bags that let you stand your ground in style.
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