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Trees vs. roads, city vs. forests

hen everyone finally arrived and

found a chair in the cramped meet-

ing room, the chatter suddenly

stopped. More than a dozen

Aurovilians representing six groups
sat completely still, took a collective deep breath, and
remained quiet. A minute passed, maybe two. “You
know it’s going to be a tough meeting when it begins
with an impromptu moment of silence,” one partici-
pant commented, allowing the debate to begin.

The subject of the discussion: Four trees.

And a Crown Road, an age-old philosophical bat-
tle, the meaning of perfection, the future of the City,
and so much more.

“It’s not really just about the trees,” Glenn, the
steward of the said trees, commented afterwards. “It’s
about being flexible, working together, and look at
reality. We can be creative and realistic and find a
solution that works for everyone.”

Recently, the Crown Road in Auroville has pro-
gressed rapidly under the careful watch of Alain
Grandcolas and his team. At the end of February, the
paved stretch reached the edge of Gaia — one of
Auroville’s planned parks — where the road splits, one
route heading straight towards the schools (curving
around a patch of non-Auroville-owned land) and the
other leading to the Town Hall. The planned route for
the Crown Road meant cutting three khayas and one
neem tree, all over 20-30 years old. These trees are
located on the left edge of the current road, which
Glenn planted with Service Trees at the request of a
previous 1’ Avenir d’ Auroville years ago.

“We all agree that the Crown Road has to be
paved to the schools and as quickly as possible,” said
one member of the Town Development Council
(TDC), also known as 1’ Avenir d’Auroville, early on

cut. The question is when and how.” To examine those
questions, TDC gathered members of the Working
Committee, Council, Green Group, and Road Service,
along with other concerned Aurovilians, to take the
Gaia split as a test case. From these meetings, mem-
bers of TDC hoped to establish a process that could be
applied in similar situations in the future. “We don’t
want to have a situation where we have four different
discussions about the same four trees.”

Deep-seated beliefs: trees vs. infrastructure?
city vs. forest?

Unfortunately, the discussion almost immediately
began with labels. People were quickly categorized as
Green or City; for the road and the City or for the trees
only; and even, ‘here for Auroville, the Mother and Sri
Aurobindo, or not’. The boxes members put each
other in were unfair, inappropriate and detrimental to
the progress all had gathered to make. At one point an
early Aurovilian even commented to the adult child of
a pioneer: “Your generation wants to change the
Master Plan, and your kids will change the Charter!”

In fact, every member attending the meeting had
planted trees in Auroville, and had at some point sup-
ported the cutting of a tree or two. Everyone, in their
hearts, felt that they were representing Auroville’s
best interest. And no one disputed the future City, or
even the road.

“It’s a long-standing, deep-seated battle over
vision. Somehow we keep coming back to this fight,
even when it’s not quite what we’re fighting about,”
Cristo, former Green Group Coordinator and current
member of TDC, reflected afterwards. “If the trees
were truly amazing or rare, I would be the first to protect them.
But they’re not. In fact, three of the trees are a species that’s
known to have falling branches that should never be planted near
aroad. What happens if a branch falls on a passing driver?”

Infrastructure Issues

The full paved width of the Crown Road will someday be 18
meters and include lanes for a tram, cars, motorcycles and cycles.
There will also be walking paths, trees lining at least one side,
and infrastructure following the road, which will require an addi-
tional 1 to 1.5 meters. The present road at the Gaia split is approx-
imately 4.5 meters wide with a cycle path meandering through the

woods on either side. To realize the full width of the proposed
road for the city of 50,000 people, trees will inevitably have to be
cut. But do they have to be cut now, when we’re only 1 500 peo-
ple? Should they be? Does it matter one way or another?

Some members of the group adamantly argued for the cut-
ting of the trees, mostly because there needs to be room on either
side for the infrastructure. “Cities are built around the infrastruc-
ture,” Cristo said. “We need to lay the infrastructure first.” With
years of experience in exactly this field, Cristo explained that
while the road could zigzag to accommodate the trees, the infra-
structure cannot. “In my professional opinion, we should cut
these trees.” If not, he warned, we’ll have to cut many more trees

The agreement reached: the road will be paved respecting the trees — and can be adjusted to the “perfect circle”
in the future once the rest of the width is paved. The white line indicates the adjusted edge of the road.

to accommodate the underground current, wastewater, gas and
other pipes.

But according to Glenn, who as the land steward arguably
knows the ground reality best, there is room for a slight diversion
of the road and the adjustment won’t dramatically impact the
route of the infrastructure. After almost two hours of conversa-
tion, Alain added, “If there’s goodwill, we can find a way for the
infrastructure no matter how the road goes.” The group clung to
these words, hoping his optimism could turn into reality. If the
infrastructure can follow the slight diversion of the road, every-
one would be satisfied. Right?
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DISASTER MANAGEMENT

Cyclone Thane recovery work continues

yclone Thane was the worst cyclone to

hit the region since 1972, and in

Auroville, the recovery work contin-

ues. Coordinating the ongoing activi-

ties is the Auroville Cyclone Relief
Team (AVCRT), which includes members of each
of the working groups and other Aurovilians who
have experience in crisis management and emer-
gency response (including former Working
Committee members and Aurovilians who assisted
with Tsunami relief).

One of the primary focuses of AVCRT after the
initial emergency relief phase has been financial
coordination. The Resource Mobilisation Team
quickly created a column on the Auroville website
to inform people around the world of the cyclone
and solicit help from well-wishers. All of the
Auroville International (AVI) Centers responded
quickly and with great sympathy, and many individ-
uals and organisations all over the world con-

afraid of staying in their original locations and need
or want to be relocated. This is especially true of the
beach communities, where what the wind didn’t
destroy, the sea swallowed. Work is ongoing to find
them suitable alternatives for their now untenable
living situations. The cost of these relocations will
also be covered by relief funds.

Damage to essential common structures within
the various communities cost almost Rs. 70 lakhs
(US $ 135,000), all of which has been dispersed.

It is estimated that there is over Rs. 20 lakhs
(US $ 38,000) of damage to schools, and
approximately Rs. 14 lakhs (US $ 27,000) has
already been spent on repairs. Nearly Rs. 7.5 lakhs
(US $ 14,000) remains pending. The other public
buildings suffered over Rs. 7 lakhs (US § 13,500)
of damage, of which approximately Rs. 4 lakhs
(US $ 7,500) has been paid and Rs. 3 lakhs (US $§
5,700) is outstanding.

cost well over Rs. 55 lakhs (US $ 105,000) to fully
restore the fences that were lost.

Fire was another Security Risk AVCRT dealt
with, first by publishing tips for Aurovilians to
follow to minimize the risk of fire. The Security
Service approached the District Fire Officer and
he has offered his services to train volunteers to
face fire situations, as the closest Fire Station is in
Vanur (9 km away). A tanker with a compressor
and a pipe pulled by a tractor is in the process of
being purchased and will cost approximately Rs. 5
lakhs (US § 9,500).

Farm and crop damage

In the wake of cyclone Thane, the Farm Group
estimated almost Rs. 47 lakhs (US $ 90,000) in
immediate damage and losses, and an additional
Rs. 27 lakhs (US $ 52,000) in mid- to long-term loss
and damage. These figures included estimates for
clean up, crop and orchard losses, and

tributed generously. AVCRT kept account of
all donations and sent hand-written thank-you
cards to all. The total of all donations so
received amounts to Rs 20,334,000 (approx
US $ 390,000).

However, the most significant financial
help came through the reallocation of Rs 2
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reparations to buildings and fences; the costs
for emergency water supply were figured sep-
arately. AVCRT granted more than Rs. 12
lakhs (US $ 23,000) directly to the Farm
Group for clean up and immediate relief.
Almost 355 hectares (approximately 875
acres) of Auroville cashew, seasonal
vegetables, paddy, millets, pulses, rosella,
casuarina, banana, papaya, alma, avocado,
chick, coconut, apple, guava, citrus, jackfruit,
mango, and other fruits or cash crops were lost
or damaged. The crops grew on land

Foundation.

In addition to this visit, AVCRT coordinated a
number of other important visits after the cyclone,
including from Union Home Minister Mr. P.
Chidambaram, who came with a high-level team to
conduct a damage assessment in Tamil Nadu and
Pondicherry. The Central Committee, headed by
Mr. Lokesh Jha, also came to the area to assess the
disaster, and a small team of Aurovilians gave a pre-
sentation at Ananda Inn in Pondicherry, where Mr.
Jha was based. Additionally, Ms. Manimergalai, the
Collector, visited the Office of the Secretary and
expressed support to Auroville from the local
administration. At a later date, the new Collector
visited Auroville and was updated on issues relating
to security and cyclone damage. Within the coming
weeks, AVCRT will also present Auroville’s
requirements to officials of the Prime Minister’s
relief fund. For the money received is not sufficient
to repair all the damage Thane caused.

Clearing, equipment and communities
recovery

Cleaning up after the storm, including the pur-
chase of the equipment required to clear, is clearly
the largest expense faced by Auroville, and the
work is ongoing. The initial emergency work
focused on clearing Auroville’s main roads and
ensuring everyone had access in and out of their
homes. Since then, several Aurovilian volunteers

- and paid teams continued the hard job of clearing

roads, pathways and cycle paths, but with fewer
individuals the work takes longer. Months after the
cyclone, clearing teams are still active cutting trees
in various communities. Already the clearing costs
have exceeded Rs. 50 lakhs (approximately US §$
96,000), and the end is not yet in sight.

The work also required purchasing equipment,
including 20 chainsaws, a backhoe loader (more
commonly called a JCB), and three tractors with
trailers. Additional heavy machinery Auroville is
considering or is in the process of purchasing
include a weighing bridge, shredders, additional
tractors and trailers, forklift, construction excavator
(with a grabber attachment), among others.

These various pieces of equipment will contin-
ue to serve the Auroville community once the clear-
ing work is over. AVCRT is helping to organize it
so that the equipment is under the custody of the pri-
mary user. For example, the Road Service is the
caretaker of the JCB.

Housing & public buildings

Damage to houses and buildings were the
largest expense. In the first weeks after the
cyclone, there was an estimated cost of Rs. 1.5
crores (approximately US $ 288,000) in damage to
more than 200 Aurovilian buildings, including
houses, community spaces, public buildings,
schools, common farm infrastructure and various
structures that serve Auroville’s units. Towards
the end of March, the Housing Services estimated
the cost of damage to buildings at more than Rs.2
crores (approx US $ 383,000).

AVCRT dispersed more than Rs. 35 lakhs (US
$ 67,000) to reconstruct individual houses, and at
least Rs. 15 additional lakhs (US $ 29,000) is needed
to repair Thane-related damages. There are a hand-
ful of Aurovilians that are either unable to or are
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The Housing Service along with AVCRT
allocated almost Rs. 2 lakhs (US $ 2,800) for agri-
cultural structures serving the farms (including
structures essential to the farm animals), an addi-
tional Rs. 2 lakhs (US § 2,800) for Auroville guest
houses, and roughly Rs. 30,000 (US $ 575) for
commercial units. Whenever possible, especially in
the case of the commercial units, the funds required
for repairs were given as a loan.

These figures reflect only the funds that passed
through AVCRT and/or Housing Service; they do
not reflect contributions made directly by
Aurovilians. While the full cost of repairs of
Auroville’s structures may never be known, the
reports are currently being collected and compiled.
The direct contributions already add more

stewarded by farmers, foresters or LRM. LRM
pursued the state government (at Collector level) for
reimbursement for this crop loss, but the results
were limited. For example, Auroville’s farms were
promised compensation for only 67 hectares, but
the funds have not yet reached the Farm Group; the
forests will receive nothing at all.

Forest recovery

While the immediate need for windmill repair
was obvious, the forest stewards struggled — and
continue to struggle — to put a value on the damage
done in the forests and the amount required for
long-term rehabilitation. The delay is in large part
due to the extensive and slow clean up process,
which may take up to two years in some forest com-

sawmill, in the wake of Thane. Many Aurovilians
spent time and energy in pursuit of this dream,
where all the wood would stay within Auroville, to
be processed and used in Auroville, for Auroville.
Several options were explored, ranging from
portable sawmills to massive mills including wood
yards and a processing unit. Unfortunately, the
dream continues to face difficulties in manifesta-
tion. Sawmill permits are extremely difficult to
secure and may face challenges from surrounding
villages, while appropriately skilled human
resources are in short supply, and it remains unclear
if Auroville has a market (and adequate supply) to
sustain a sawmill beyond five years. The costs and
reality of this project are still being explored.

Non-recorded donations / activities

While this report reflects primarily the activi-
ties of AVCRT, a lot of effort and funding went
unrecorded. This came through direct contribu-
tions from Aurovilians for the repair of houses,
units and communities; through envelopes of per-
sonal cash to employees; and through great efforts
from Aurovilians to chainsaw (or hire teams to
chainsaw) themselves and their neighbours free,
among other unofficial channels. We're still col-
lecting information to fully understand the unoffi-
cial contributions, but our initial reports already
show more than Rs. 14 lakhs (US $ 27,000) given
outside AVCRT channels. This includes more
than Rs. 5 lakhs on structural repairs, approximate-
ly Rs. 4 lakhs for community infrastructure, about
Rs. 3lakhs (US § 5700) for clearing and cutting,
over Rs. 50,000(US § 950) for equipment and a
substantial amount given towards employees for
their homes or other needs in the villages.

Lessons learned

Every day in Auroville, one learns something
new. This has only been emphasized in the wake
of Thane. The disaster forced us to realize our
inadequacies in certain areas, especially emer-
gency preparedness. We lack certain crucial
community-level emergency response elements,
such as a major gathering place where people can
live temporarily (e.g. a stadium or large school).
We need ambulances and water trucks. On the
communications level, we have no formal or
informal procedure for communicating
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disasters, Aurovilians don’t know where
to go or how to get information. AVCRT
is committed to creating recommenda-
tions to better our emergency response
for the next time.

Because, unfortunately, there will
surely be a next time. Auroville is situated
in a cyclone-prone area, and the intensity

Electrical

of the storms is increasing due to global
climate change. Beyond emergency

which were done in haste, must now be
revisited and redone for safety and stability. The
extreme damage to the electrical infrastructure
emphasized the already identified need to install
underground cables to avoid similar situations in the
future. Already AVES has done a lot of work in
finalising the purchase of materials for the electrical
restoration and infrastructure improvement. It is
anticipated the next phase will cost more thanRs. 48
lakhs (US $ 92,000).

In the days immediately following the
cyclone, many individuals and communities
throughout Auroville sought relief by purchasing
solar panels, which cost them approximately
Rs. 60 lakhs (US § 14,000).

Additional expenses

Providing emergency water relief to
Aurovilians and villagers required more than 30
people and over Rs. 6 lakhs (US $ 115,000). The
windmills, most of which collapsed under Thane,
cost more than Rs. 12 lakhs (US $ 23,000) to repair,
and several are not yet fixed. To minimize crop loss
and save chickens and cows, AVCRT also helped
farmers fund emergency water for their fields and
animals. The minimum emergency support given
was Rs. 26,500. (US$ 500)

Security was another important element that
required ongoing funding after Thane. The storm
rendered many Auroville communities, houses,
farms and forests completely vulnerable to intrud-
ers, thieves, animals, and encroachment. In Repos,
for example, the fishermen began looting houses
and threatening Aurovilians. Meanwhile, the forest
and farms lost acres to wandering cows and goats
which suddenly discovered open pastures due to
broken fences. As such, AVCRT helped fund
increased security presence and the immediate
reconstruction of fences in high-risk areas. The
initial work amounted to approximately Rs. 20 lakhs
(US $ 38,000), although it is estimated that it will

munities. In some forests Thane felled valuable tim-
ber; in others, the storm produced only firewood
and crop loss due to damaged cashew or orchard
trees. The initial damage assessment estimated an
average clean up cost of almost Rs. 23,000 per acre
of forest, with more than 2000 acres total forested
acres in Auroville. It is impossible to determine yet
if that estimate was accurate. However, the Forest
Group has set up a common fund into which all
wood sales go. In this manner, the forests that have
timber offset the losses in the forests that have little
to sell and a damaged cash crop. The Forest Group
has also established a fraternal fund into which a
portion of all sales go; this fund will be used
towards fencing and immediate replanting. In terms
of long-term rehabilitation, the Forest Group pre-
dicts an estimated Rs. 6.7 crores will be required.

Wood sales

From the beginning, Auroville intended to
maximize the value of the wood that fell during
Thane. While there is an overwhelming amount of
timber, much of it is immature, cracked, twisted, or
too small, rendering the majority of it “second-rate
timber,” which cannot be processed by Auroville
units but can be sold to the local market; and there is
a lot of firewood and biomass. To examine how to
best sell the various forms of wood, AVCRT helped
create and support a Wood Tendering Team, which
includes members of various working groups and
which was formally endorsed by the FAMC.

The team has already managed one auction of
firewood, and a larger, national online auction is
underway. The work on firewood sales continues
with excellent transparency and reporting, so that
when the Tendering Team is no longer needed, it
will be clear how much money came from
Thane’s wood.

It was anticipated that Auroville would estab-
lish a wood-processing unit, which would include a

response measures, we should design our
city conscious of the climatic risks. For example,
some of our structures were literally torn apart dur-
ing the storm, with wind rushing directly through.
Our architecture — especially housing — should
have certain codes to ensure the structures are
cyclone-resistant. The infrastructure, like electrical
lines and water pipes, should be underground,
where they’re safe from wind.

The security needs of Auroville also became
clear in our most vulnerable state immediately after
the storm. We need more training and tools to fight
fires and protect our assets.

At the ecological level, the forest and farm
stewards learned a lot from Thane. The Forest
Group as a whole has spent many hours analyzing
which species fell and which survived, and replant-
ing will be planned accordingly. The canopy layer
was most severely impacted, and it was primarily
Work Tree and non-TDEF species that fell. While
the Work Tree served a valuable purpose in the
beginning of Auroville by regenerating the soil and
providing shade for TDEF saplings, now that
Thane took them away the younger TDEF plants
underneath have new opportunities to grow. For
the farmers, they learned innovative ways to sus-
tain their crops, realized which crops could best
survive extreme weather, and especially learned
lessons on infrastructure.

And we all learned something about patience.
Recovery has been a painstaking process. There is
still wood everywhere. Many individuals and fami-
lies are still living in damaged homes held together
by makeshift repairs. The infrastructure — especial-
ly the current lines — still need a lot of work. In the
first weeks after the cyclone, without water and
power, we could have made each other’s lives
extremely difficult. But we didn’t, We had patience
and trust, we all did what we could, and together as
a community we're pulling through.

Catherine




HEALTH CARE

rom the early years of Auroville till

2002, Aurovilians looked after their own

medical expenses. Most of them paid the

bills themselves, some had a medical

insurance. Those who had no money and
were not insured brought their bills to Auroville
Fund and later to the Economy Group, which some-
how managed to pay for them. But by the turn of the
century it became increasingly obvious that this sit-
uation was untenable. Health costs, in particular the
costs of hospitalisation, increased dramatically and
were beyond the means of many.

In 2001, a group of Aurovilians studied
whether Auroville should obtain collective health
coverage from a commercial insurance company or
start its own in-house health insurance system. The
decision was taken to start a one-year experiment
with an in-house system. This was considered clos-
er to the aims and ideals of Auroville. Another rea-
son was that such a system might be able to cover a
wider range of health costs than would be covered
by an outside company, and also benefit elderly
Aurovilians whose insurance would either come to
an end upon reaching a certain age or who would
have to pay increasingly higher premiums as they
grow older.

The Auroville Health Fund

On February 1, 2002, the Auroville Health
Fund started functioning as a co-operative insur-
ance system. This means that the income from the
monthly contributions is used to cover the medical
expenses of the participants. Any unspent money at
the end of the year is carried over to the next year. In
case the Health Fund has more expenses than
income, the deficit will be shared proportionally
among all the participants. In this way the partici-
pants carry the medical costs of together.

The Auroville Health Fund

The Auroville Health Fund has now been in
existence for 10 years and the experience has been
positive. Over 1,600 Aurovilians and Newcomers
are now participating. Over the years some adjust-
ments needed to be made, such as that the amount
to be paid for an operation would be that which
would be charged by a hospital in Pondicherry.
Individual Aurovilians are still free to go to a cost-
lier hospital outside Pondicherry, but would need to
pay the extra costs by themselves. Similarly, costs
of medical aids, such as lenses for cataract opera-
tions, are reimbursed at the price of lenses made in
India, not at the price of foreign lenses. Here too, the
Aurovilians are free to opt for the foreign lenses but
have to pay the difference themselves.

With these adjustments, the Health Fund has
been able to meet all expenses from its income.
There has never been a Health Fund deficit and,
consequently, there was no need to request for addi-
tional contributions from the participants. The
monthly contribution, which was Rs 200 in 2002,
has been slowly increased to Rs 300 in 2012 —in
fact, below the rate of inflation.

In line with the ideals of Auroville, participa-
tion in the Health Fund was not made obligatory.
Over the years, however, incidents occurred of peo-
ple who had chosen not to participate in the Health
Fund meeting with accidents and having to call on
their fellow Aurovilians for financial assistance to
cover their medical costs, as Auroville has no bud-
get to help them. To stop this, in January this year
the Budget Coordination Committee (BCC) called
on all those who are not participating in the
Auroville Health Fund — about 600 people — to do
50, or to have a health insurance elsewhere. But this
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call had hardly any effect. Only 24 people respond-
ed; four people informed that they have an outside
insurance.

Covering nursing costs

The coverage of the Auroville Health Fund for
hospitalization expenses is extensive. It includes
fees of specialists, costs of medicines and drugs,
costs of diagnostic materials, costs of x-rays and of
various scans, costs of dialysis, chemotherapy,
radiotherapy and the costs of a pacemaker, lenses
and artificial limbs.

The Auroville Health Fund, however, hardly
covers nursing expenses. Only if a patient conva-
lesces in Auroville at Quiet or at Arka will the
Health Fund pay, but then only for the costs of the
room, not for the costs of the attendants — which
these institutions, moreover, do not provide. The
Auroville Health Centre in Aspiration used to have
facilities for nursing, but no longer. To sum it up,
Auroville has no nursing home and no facilities are
available for those who require temporary nursing,
let alone for those who need permanent nursing or
elderly care. This is becoming a problem.

One example is that of a senior resident who
now requires 24/7 care. The costs of hiring a trained
personal attendant amount to Rs 30,000 a month,
which this Aurovilian can afford from his foreign
pension. But for Aurovilians who live on an
Auroville maintenance of Rs 8,000 a month, this is
impossible.

A proposal has been made to experiment with
an Auroville Nursing Fund which would pay for the
costs of nursing, To cover these expenses, the BCC
would need to increase the Auroville Health Fund

contribution by a proposed 10%. The experiment
would be for a one year period after which it would
be evaluated. Another proposal is to build an
Auroville nursing home or to adapt a part of the
Arka complex for this purpose. These proposals too
are still under consideration.

Newcomers of 55+

Another issue is that of people older than 55
who joined Auroville after March 1, 2009.
Although Auroville has no maximum age limit for
joining Auroville, the Health Fund does not accept
such persons as they pose a higher financial risk to
the other participants.

As those people usually have personal means
(e.g. an income from interest, immoveable assets,
life insurance or a pension), a proposal has been
made that they take a private health insurance
from an outside insurance company. In addition,
they would be required to make a fixed recurring
deposit with the State Bank of India for an
amount proposed to be Rs 10 lakhs, which can
only be accessed with a countersignature of
Auroville and be used for paying uncovered med-
ical and nursing expenses. The deposit would
remain owned by the person, who would enjoy
the interest accrueing on the deposit. The BCC is
also studying this proposal.

Much needs to be done

While the community has taken firm steps in
the field of health insurance, much remains to be
done. The nursing costs of individuals should be
carried collectively. And Auroville needs a nursing
home for those who are convalescing as well as for
the elderly who need permanent care. With a grey-
ing population, this issue is gaining in importance.

Carel

The needs of Auroville's seniors

We urgently need
a nursing home

n April 2008, returning from a work-trip to Sudan, 41-year old

Aurovilian D. Perumal collapsed from a massive brain stroke. For one

and a half years he was taken care of by his wife and friends, before his
dy-gave-upthe fight in October, 2009- —— =

“This was one of the most difficult periods of our lives,” remembers Luk,
one of Perumal’s friends. “Like most people, we had no knowledge of medi-
cine or nursing. After Perumal’s release from hospital, when he was in a vege-
tative state without speech or mind control, we brought him back to Auroville.
But here, neither guidance nor help for a patient like Perumal were available.
A glaring deficiency of our community became obvious when we started look-
ing for a space to nurse him. The Auroville Health Centre had no specialized
nursing facilities. There was — and there still is — no facility in Auroville for
taking care of patients who need 24/7 supervision and professional assistance.

. Finally, Perumal’s friend, Sukrit, made a part of his workshop available where

we quickly built a kitchen and a bedroom with bathroom annexed. But this
was a make-shift solution.

“Auroville could not provide specialized help. We were on our own and
had to rely solely on a professional nurse Kundhavi, Perumal’s wife, managed
to hire at Rs 30,000 a month. Perumal needed constant care, in feeding and
washing as well as in the administration of medicines. As he had an artificial
windpipe installed, round the clock observation was required. The nurse was
good and knew when Perumal needed to be brought back to Chennai for
urgent treatment. [t was very difficult to find another nurse when she had to
take leave.

“There was another problem. Perumal was no longer insured under the
Auroville Health Fund, which led to another big stress. He had been on the
Health Fund until just before he left. Who was going to pay for all the bills?
Kundhavi’s parents were most generous and paid most of the expenses. But it
was a struggle. Auroville did its best to help and quite a few individuals and
places made exceptional efforts to help, but overall, we were quite frustrated
that so little could be done.

“The strain on us, his friends and wife, almost led to a breaking point. It
simply was too intense. Even Kundhavi, who was amazing with her unwaver-
ing dedication, at some point had to take off for a few days; our little group
also had moments where we felt we needed a distance and a breather from the
intense strain.

“It is normal in Tamil culture that the family takes care of family members
who are ill. Perumal, however, was estranged from his biological family; con-
sequently his wife and close friends from Auroville were all he had, and it was
too little. I have heard other stories of people getting ill, receiving enthusiastic
help from friends for the first few days, but after that it becomes very difficult
to find attendants for such a long duration. It is only natural — everyone needs
to get on with their own lives. But this shows that as a community we need a
nursing home. Urgently. We are fooling ourselves to presume that there won’t
be other Perumals in future. Moreover, there is a large number of Aurovilians
growing older, some of whom will need to be taken care of as well.

“The experience has taught me a lot and I have two observations to make.
The first is that it is not acceptable that there are Aurovilians and Newcomers
who are not part of Auroville Health Fund. Participation should be made
mandatory. Everybody’s health costs should be covered. My second observa-
tion is that a nursing home with qualified nurses needs to be created as soon as
possible; in the meantime, spaces should be made available for this purpose in
a suitable location.

“The ball is in the court of our official working groups. I hope they under-
stand the urgent need, and can come up with the funds and resources to create
anursing home.”

In conversation with Carel

uring the period March — November 2011 a
survey of the senior population of Auroville
was undertaken by Auroville Health Services,
Aurelec, to understand their current situation
and get their thoughts on their future. Out of
the age 65+ population of 206 Aurovilians, 124 residents
were approached of which 54 people responded, 21 in the age

“group 65 — 69, 16 in the age group 70 — 80 and 12 in the age

group 81+ (5 people declined to reveal their age).

The survey showed that the majority of Auroville seniors
live by themselves. A further study is required to clarify the full
extent of their living situation and how many seniors live alone
through choice, bearing in mind that no other options such as
assisted living or an old-age home are available to date.

The survey also showed that 83% of the 49 respondents
to this question are actively involved in some kind of com-
munity activity. 100% in the age group 65 — 69, 89% in the
age group 70 — 80 and 50% in the 80+ age group provide
community service. Of these, 76.9% are doing full time ser-
vice. To the question “Would you like to volunteer to help the
community or other seniors?’ 30 people answered ‘yes’, 25
‘no’, while 45 observed that the community did not offer any
suitable opportunities to them for volunteering (or that they
were not in a position to undertake any kind of service).

Health

The survey asked a number of health related questions to
ascertain the overall fitness of the seniors. Only 55% of those
who participated in the survey answered this question of
which 5% replied that they consider their health to be in bad
condition. The most prevalent health problems are osteoartic-
ular (bones/joints), eye diseases, hypertension and hearing
problems. Most of the participants admitted to enjoying regu-
lar sleep patterns and taking some rest during the day. Only 2
people admitted to smoking, while 15 said they drink alcohol
at least once a month. A hearty 91.3% practice regular physi-
cal activities; 50% of the 75 — 80 year olds responded that
they walk regularly. 61.7% of the respondents undergo a
health check-up at least every 2 years.

Asked about their requirement for physical aids, 3
seniors replied that they require special medical beds (in
80-85 age group), 85% require glasses, 33% dentures and
12% require handrails in the bathroom. 19% said they need-
ed to use a cane, 9.5% a hearing aid. Only 14% had no
special requirements.

Travel

Transport is a major concern for most seniors. Many can-
not move around as and when they would like. The main
activities which are affected are visits to spiritual places
(including the Matrimandir), attendance of social events and
gatherings, and visits to other localities such as Kuilapalayam
village, Quiet and Pondicherry. Approximately 30% of the
respondents said they were limited in mobility because of
their health.

In the 80+ age group, 50% use taxis as their main mode
of transport, none use bicycles, and only 2 continue to travel
by motorized two-wheeler. 68% of the 65-69 age group and
74% of the 70 — 80 age group travel by motorbike. In these
age groups, only 26% use taxis.

Suggestions were made for more collective transportation
through the use of regular electric vehicle shuttles between
popular vantage points, especially for lunch and dinner.

Current status

The questions in this section of the survey centered on
personal support, finances and general limitations. While
quite a few of those questioned have some kind of personal
support network in the form of friends and family, 53% rely
on the services of a paid caregiver (such as a cleaner/cook)
and 13% have no support at all. Generally, support require-
ments centre around day-to-day housekeeping and occasional
repairs. 5 out of 41, responding to the question “What support
do you need at this time?” answered that they would simply
like some companionship and conversation.

Financially, 80% of the seniors are self-supporting; of
these 65% receive some form of pension, while 37.5% use
their savings. None of those responding are reliant on
Auroville social support and only 4 people intimated that they
were in need of some financial assistance.

The overall picture that came out is that 95% of the
respondents are happy with their present material conditions
and social life (house/community).

Prospects for the future

When asked about the services which seniors think
should be provided by Auroville, the overall consensus
which emerged was the need for a holistic centre which
should provide comfort, security, companionship, activities,
medical care and supplementary treatments, a garden, special
care assistance where required, balanced and healthy nutri-
tion...and a sustained involvement with the Auroville
community as a whole.

In response to the question ‘If you could no longer take
care of yourself, how would you manage?” most of the
seniors answered that they would first rely on themselves for
support, reaching out later to friends and family; followed by
paying for home care and as a last resort moving to a care
home. 75% said that Auroville needs a senior’s home, of
which 87% said they would stay there if necessary in future.
The responses made clear that none of Auroville’s seniors
would like to go back to their native country at the end of
their life.

In the section ‘Farewell Wishes’ questions were asked
about dying and last wishes. Most respondents answered that
they often think about death. 78% expressed a desire for hos-
pice support if required (e.g. for spiritual support, no allo-
pathic treatment and for pain management). 64% of the
respondents were not aware that Auroville has a Farewell
Group and that there are ‘Farewell forms® which help a
person to document their last wishes.

In conclusion

The current scenario of 206 seniors is bound to rapidly
change in the coming years as the older population matures.
Auroville needs to seriously consider the requirements and
provision of both senior care and general homecare. This area
requires our attention and action now in order to ensure that
we don’t end up in a erisis situation a few years down the line.

Auroville Health Services Team
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INTERNAL ORGANISATION

Is an Auroville Inform

Lalit has been working as an urban planner for ¥
Auroville's Future, which later became L'Avenir
d’Auroville. He believes that Auroville badly needs an

Information Service.

Auroville Today: Why are you
proposing an Information Service in
Auroville?

Lalit: We want to be a society
that handles information in a mature
way. However, at present our working
groups are generally not able to make
even the most basic information
accessible.

For example, who can produce a
list of all decisions made by the
Residents” Assembly (RA)? Is there
any documentation on recently com-
pleted housing projects, any kind of
evaluation, lessons learnt which can
feed in for further improvement? As
another example, we have today
seven to eight groups dealing with
land. No updated information is easily
available in the public domain on
their mandate, policies, scope, mem-
bership, task reports or tenure.
AuroNET has already organised some
information (on groups and their man-
dates), but key relevant information
which could assist in better informed
discussions is missing and that is one
of the main factors that leads to poor
utilisation of AuroNET’s all round
capabilities.

It seems to me that 95% of the
discussion on AuroNET springs from
the lack of clear and easily available
information  that matters. The
Auroville database needs to be
improved; it is in a super mess in
every field. Information is either non-
existent or misses the full picture.

Many of the good minds of
Auroville, those who have the
ability to contribute on a collec-
tive overview level, are not able
to participate because such a
base is not there.

I would like to have an
Information Service with sev-
eral members who would work
full-time on developing an
information platform for the
community. The following
information on each group
should be presented: mandate,
task forces (their mandate,
purpose, etc.), policies, issues
and challenges, and ongoing
work. What are their proposals
and how do they integrate
issues and concerns of other
connected areas? There is not
even a clarity about what type
of proposals the RA should
approve and how a new group
is created.

Why do you think a new information
service will be able to improve the
information flow?

This Information Service would
be empowered to do this job. It would
be dedicated to the collection, design,
processing and visual presentation of
information and it could assist in
facilitating discussions also. There
aren’t many people in Auroville who
can process information in an inte-
grated, relatable way. The working

Lalit

groups should upload information on
their own, but when they don’t, the
proposed Information Service should
obtain the information and make it
available. Also, it nceds to be clearly
organized and presented in a visually
appealing and accessible form. It
should work closely with the
Residents Assembly Service to pro-
vide information on upcoming deci-
sions that need to be made by the
Residents Assembly.

In addition to providing a clear
database of information about the

activities of the various
committees and working
groups on the web, there are
other ways of disseminating
information. There could be
regular postings on
AuroNET — daily or perhaps
twice a week — that share
useful information, and the
Auroville Wiki should be
used more. One could put a
group’s policies directly on
the Wiki, open for modifica-
tion for one month, then
treat it as compiled feedback
to the group. Then let the
group modify the proposal
and resubmit it in a concise
form. There also could be
two-week ‘Annual
Integration Fairs’ where all
groups present their work.
There are 50 working groups
and task forces but they
never share information on
the same platform.

ation Service feasible?

Will the working groups
cooperate? How will you get
them to start documenting
their work in a fuller and more effi-
cient manner?

There will be problems. For
example, by asking a group to define
their policy you are making a point:
“You cannot operate without a poli-
cy.” If a group does not have a policy,
the Information Service will report
“policy does not exist,” and tell them,
“whenever your policy is there, you
can upload it to this particular link.”
On the other hand, it could be a beau-
tiful experience: “This is their policy,

this is their proposal, this is their
financial report.” This is transparen-
cy. The biggest issue with trust is
transparency.

How will you respond to the reluc-
tance of groups to share sensitive
information? For example, some
kinds of information about land may
fuel land speculation.

Much of the sensitive information
on land is out there anyway. I would
not fear that. People should not use
“this is sensitive” as an excuse for not
doing their homework and finding
creative ways to share information.

Some people may argue that there is
a trade-off between communication
transparency and efficiency — that
opening up an issue to the communi-
ty can slow down the decision-mak-
ing process.

Perception of slowness is relative.
The responsibility of residents to be
informed should not be neglected.
There is a need for a symbiotic rela-
tionship, for two-way communication
between the groups and the communi-
ty. It is fine if some people are not
interested in the various groups and
meetings, but it should be made easier
for people to get involved if they
become interested.

Auroville needs to evolve its own
version of the ‘Right To Information’
Act which already is in use in India.
This proposed information group is
best seen as a transitional step. We are
planting a seed.

In conversation with Larry and
Daniel

ENVIRONMENT

Trees vs. roads, city vs. forests

continued from page I

Wrong. Cristo explains, “Adjusting the
road like this means we cannot do the infra-
structure in the way we wanted to, which
means there will be much more damage than
cutting just four trees.”

A Perfect Circle

At this point the meeting embarked once
again on the ongoing discussion about whether
the Crown Road should be a perfect circle or
not. While the perfect circle could be debated
for hours (It was the Mother, after all, who
said: “Perfection is not a maximum or an
extreme. It is an equilibrium and a harmoniza-
tion.”), it soon became clear it’s not a huge
issue in this case. “We can always restore the
original alignment of the road later,” Alain
explained, because the full width won’t be
paved yet anyway. Future Aurovilian road
developers would simply have to add paver
blocks on the inside and the outside. “It’s quite
possible.”

But according to Cristo, the slight diver-
sion changes everything. “It won’t be a perfect
circle, and we need a perfect circle if for no
other reason than to keep our options open,” he
says. “If we want an electric tram, for example,
the curves cannot be too sharp. It has to be a
circle.”

Of course, others in the group questioned
the feasibility of a circle when Auroville
doesn’t own all the land required to build the
road. Between Solar Kitchen and Kalabhumi
there are a handful of plots owned by villagers,
so the paved road is already happening in
pieces. It is paved for about 500 meters, then
there’s a gap of dirt road through non-
Aurovilian land, then pavement again, then
another gap, and paved road again, and a gap,
and so on. Members of TDC insisted that
Auroville will soon control or own the plots in
question, so “it’s not necessary for discussion.
The road will go there.”

Long-term Implications

Then there was the concern of what prece-
dent the group is setting with the Gaia deci-
sion. “What if we adjust the road to protect
every tree? Do we really expect the road to
snake around?” someone asked. For others, it
was the process that was the precedent and not
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the end result. Will the planning authority of

Auroville take into consideration the concerns -

of some Aurovilians? Can diverse Aurovilians
work together to find a solution for all?

An additional pressure was the need to
spend the Government of India money autho -
rized for this project by March 31, the deadline
for such projects.

A Conclusion Reached

The morning after the first meeting, the
group gathered on-site. Alain had already
marked the options.

“I knew once people saw the land and the
markers it would be clear,” Glenn said, and he
was right.

But for Cristo, a very different future
became clear. “Saving these trees means we’re
going to have to cut many other ones. The
infrastructure will take a totally different route,
and we’ll have to clear it.”

Finally the decision was taken to pave the
road in a way that avoids the trees, accommo-
dates the infrastructure, and which can be
adjusted to the “perfect circle” in the future
once the rest of the width is ready to be paved.
The roadwork further along, near Kalabhumi,
can progress as planned; the adjustment at
Gaia would not impact the trajectory. Or so the
group believed.

“We’ll see in the future the impact this
decision will have. Personally, I am not opti-
mistic. This decision was taken without care-
fully considering the facts,” Cristo said.

Other members of the TDC groaned,
“We’re just postponing the inevitable.” But
they conceded the adjustment.

Glenn sees it otherwise. “We’re taking into
account what’s happening now. Who knows
when we will have the money and population
to complete this? Maybe there won’t be any
petrol left in the world and we’ll want to con-
vert it into a rail. Either way,” he adds, “I'm
glad we did this. Because maybe it’s four trees
here, but further along the Crown it’s going to
be a whole forest, or a canyon, or a house.
Then what? We’ve shown Auroville that there
can be some flexibility and humanity in plan-
ning this city. We’ve shown we can come
together and talk something through and find a
solution that works for all.”

Catherine

LETTERS

Dear AV Today:

Rip van Winkle reporting in from across
the pond...

As a proper “Old Timer”, I've been tun-
ing in recently after a long absence of mind
and body. Of course, the rest of the being
never leaves the “Home Town”; I discovered
this when I returned in ‘84 after an excruciat-
ing 7 years in the wilderness of USA (which
felt more like 40). Upon arriving on the red
soil of North Arcot, I eased down into my
previous and familiar state of consciousness
as if I never left. And ever since it has been
obvious to me as this very strong connection.
The problem with a connection that strong is
that it doesn’t diminish in time and space.
Well, what I mean is, the daily minutia is over
looked and you start taking a lot for granted
and the ability to accurately speak to others
about what goes on in AV gets stuck in some
bvgone keet covered past.

Here’s where you the editors of Auroville
Today come in. The February issue took me
to a hill being designed to help generate elec-
tricity and enable a controversial water fea-
ture in the Matrimandir Gardens. I also
learned of the plan to desalinate beach water
from the Coramandel Coast and pump it
uphill to drink. Similarly amazing was the
fact that the dream to have windmills planted
down south to spin in the constant off shore
breezes and charge the Tamil Nadu grid and
off set our carbon footprint was actually now
areality... imagine.

On the social front I learned that an illu-
sive animal called “Consensus” had been
sighted slithering through general meetings.
OMG! (Tim Wrey must have missed that
creature in his fabulous and scholarly new
book, Footsteps through the Salad 1 got for
my birthday.) A courageous and visionary
Elvira has the guts and tools to keep this crea-
ture ‘nourished and coming back for
more... fabulous!

In the March issue of Auroville Today, 1
got a visit from Alan, raised in the West, him-
self a proper Old Timer with grey hair, and
was struck with a bold move editorially
speaking. There in black and white for all the
public to see, was a challenge: perhaps the
“City the Earth Needs” was being run and
populated by a bunch of naked emperors.

\

OMG times 2. Eeeeek! That won’t do! Bad
form Alan! (Sounds familiar though, now that
you mention it.)

Next was a topic close to my heart — some
English dude named Krishna finds himself
head over affinity with the locals, the culture,
his Indian wife (from the city who’s name [
never tire of saying... Tiruvanamalai) and
decides to teach Tamil! Follow your bliss
English dude! He goes on to quote another
local, Shankar, who is a silver tongued
teacher of this “Dravidian-melodious-ribbon-
of-sound™ as saying regarding the difficulties
of how to impart Tamil to the AVians, “...It
would do more towards creating human unity
than anything else”. Another OMG moment
for old Rip.

But wait, maybe the area I’ve been spend-
ing my time in recently (private enterprise)
has something in common with the “Home
Town™ I left so many years ago. We say in
business that there is a principle expressing
itself as a ratio that makes everything turn out
right. We say (and prove) that a whopping 80
percent of our proceeds come from 20 percent
of our customers. (I know, huh? Amazing!) I
didn’t believe it the first time I heard it. But
then I thought back to my life on the red bar-
ren plateau in the 70’s and that was exactly
what I felt was the ratio back then of who
worked and who didn’t. (I know, I wasn’t
very gracious back in my youth.)

Alan had an interesting inclusion and
powerful personal note that really touched me
and I feel he speaks for all the Elviras, the
Shankars, the Krishnas who bust their butts
to build Auroville in ways that matter... they
do Yoga! Alan states “... the more I get into
contact with my inner being, the less I will
need to armour myself against others and the
more flexible I will become in my responses.”
Sounds a bit like tools for consensus building,
eay Elvira? and human unity if you ask me,
eay Shankar?

I found myself saying “adda-boy and
adda-girl” a lot in reading these recent AV
Todays and wanted to congratulate the 20
percenters of Auroville along with the editors
for the “AV Business Journal” of creating the
80 percent proceeds.

Borrowing from my Aussie greenbelter
buddy Johnny — Good on ya, Mates!

Jack Alexander
















