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The onslaught continues: update on the beach

n the last Auroville Today we reported on the urgent situation facing two

of our beach communities due to coastal erosion. Since then there have

been several developments. It was reported in The Hindu of November

5th that the Chief Minister of the Tamil Nadu Government, Jayalalithaa,

has sanctioned 31 crore rupees to construct groynes along the coast, and
that the work has begun. The report mentions that this is specifically to arrest
seawater incursion into the village of Chinnamudaliarchavady, which is close
to Repos community and just north of Quiet and its well-known natural healing
therapy centre.

Meanwhile people employed by the Tamil Nadu Government have been tak-
ing measurements along the beaches from Quiet up to and beyond Repos. They
reported that a protective seawall is planned along the seafront which will be 2 -3
metres high and 2 - 3 kilometres long. This raises some questions. How will this
seawall be constructed? Where will it begin and end? And is such a seawall nec-
essary if groynes are also planned? Clarifications are urgently being sought from
officials of the Tamil Nadu Government and there is a request that Quiet and its
healing centre is included in the Government's plans so that the whole of the
Quiet seafront (about 550 metres) is protected from ongoing erosion.

At present, lorry loads of heavy black granite boulders are being dropped in
front of Chinnamudaliarchavady. As a result, erosion has suddenly dramatical-
ly accelerated on the northern side of Quiet, which is closest to the village. Part
of the fence has been destroyed and fishermen have pulled their boats into the
Quiet compound, thereby causing a serious security issue. Meanwhile, the
waves are pounding frighteningly close to the recently renovated parking area.

The situation has dramatically deteriorated in Repos as well. One month
ago, Bhaga’s house was four metres from the sea. However, in one night dur-
ing the recent cyclone ‘Nilam’ all four metres of land was washed away and her
house began to be undercut by the sea. The next day Bhaga had to move to
another house in Repos a little more distant from the waves. It is estimated that
Repos has now lost 15 metres of land to the sea since June.

During the same cyclone, the entire fence was also washed away. For a
brief period Repos was unprotected and thefts took place, including a solar
panel from the top of Bhaga’s house. However, within a day Auroville’s
Cyclone Relief team came down and started rebuilding the fence.

The most important intervention, however, came from Satprem of
Auroville’s Earth Institute. Satprem was shocked when he saw the
precarious condition of Bhaga’s house, and even more shocked that no
Auroville group had done anything over the previous months and years to pre-
vent this happening. Helped with funds from the Housing Service, he immedi-
ately organized emergency work to prevent Bhaga’s house from collapsing on
to the beach, which is what had happened to Sam’s house a few months earlier.
“The aim of this emergency work,” wrote Satprem, “was to prevent the house
from breaking in two because the front side was supported only by two
columns instead of five. It was necessary to work fast as the sand was drying
and progressively eroding below the two remaining foundations.”

Using his entire team of masons and workers and with the help of a JCB, the
team broke down the derelict café building next door and used the rubble to pro-
vide support for the foundations of the house. Additional pillars were also con-
structed. Satprem wanted to construct a rubble wall in front of Bhaga’s house to
provide some protection from the sea, but he was unable to do this because the
sand was too soft for the JCB to work on. This means, as Satprem points out,
that while the house has been secured for the moment, the work “may not sus-
tain the fury of waves of another cyclone, especially because no wave breaker
can prevent erosion below. This extra protection will help for a short time only.
As long as the real cause of the beach erosion is not resolved, [the Pondicherry
harbour and groynes which are restricting the natural sand replenishment of the
beaches eds.] Repos will lose more and more land every year.”

Bhaga, however, seems in remarkably good spirits, in spite of the chaos which
has unfolded around her in recent days. She is already planning to buy more tables
and chairs so that she can resume providing food from the Repos kitchen to guests
and visitors. Her famous breakfasts have already restarted. So what is her secret?

“It’s thanks to this place. After the big cyclone in December when I saw all
our big coconut trees were still standing firm, I felt this place is alive, it still
wants to live, After all, this place is been named by The Mother, it was a gift
from her to Auroville. Repos is part of the body of Auroville and many peoplke
feel this place is special. That’s why I am not planning to move somewhere else
even though many concerned Aurovilians feel I am mad to stay here. I will only
move if I get an unmistakable message from The Divine.”

In fact, she is concerned that so many people seem to be expecting the worst.
“When something bad happens people think it will continue that way and I have to
tell people, ‘Stop imagining a horrible future. It doesn’t have to be that way; there
are so many possible futures. Sri Aurobindo and The Mother have explained this
and that we can attract the future which is the best rather than the worst.”

However, she is saddened that, in spite of the assistance she has received
from various individuals and groups over recent weeks, so little has been done
for so long to protect our threatened beach communities. “People could see,
month after month, how the land here was being destroyed by the waves, but
nobody lifted a finger. The Auroville Foundation could be doing much more. It
is their responsibility. This is a much-loved asset of Auroville which is endan-
gered - Satprem estimates that Repos may have suffered losses of 80 lakh
rupees over recent months - and they don’t seem to care.”

“If Auroville does not act now,” warns Satprem, “in less than 10 years
Auroville will have lost the entire land at Repos, including all its assets, and
half of the land at Quiet.”

Alan
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done to save Bhaga's house. Photo bottom: fishermen boats parked within Quiet community. Its protective
fence has gone
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Auroville will be facing a water crisis

Toby, former director of Hydron Flevoland, later Vitens, a
public water company supplying drinking water in the
province of Flevoland, The Netherlands, is now executive of
the Auroville Water Service. Here he talks about the present
and future water supply system in Auroville and the critical
water situation facing Auroville and the bioregion.

Auroville Today: Ditches are appearing in many
parts of the city and huge lengths of black pipeline
are lying along the roadsides. What is going on?

Toby: We are replacing old PVC pipes which are
leaking badly. In the Residential Zone we are losing
40% to 50% of the water through cracked or leaking
pipes. Their lifetime is over, and we are replacing
them with high definition polyethylene pipes
(HDPE) which are very strong and can last 80
years. My experience of using these pipes in
Holland is that the losses are only about 0.2%, even
after many years.

At the same time, because these new pipes last
so long, we have started preparing the water infra-
structure for the future city. We are still discussing
where exactly all the pipes should go, but the main
lines of the new infrastructure are clear. Starting in
the Residential Zone, we are putting in a pipe along
the Crown Road: this ring will be the backbone of
the future system.

What about storage? Will you have to create more
storage tanks?

We have two possibilities. Either we create a
pressurized system and then we don’t need tanks, or
we construct a new water tank that would be suffi-
cient to supply the needs of half or more of the pop-
ulation of Auroville.

The main discussion going on at present con-
cerns whether we should have a decentralized or a
centralized water system in the city. At present, we
don’t have a decentralized system, we have a frag-
mented one. There are about 150 water systems
serving different communities and these systems
vary tremendously in terms of capacity and quality.
Some people pay a lot for getting poor water and
others pay nothing for getting good water. In the
long run, this is not viable. We must standardize as
much as possible the quality and ensure that every-
body has the same access to good quality water.

The next step we envisage is to connect some of
those systems together into local systems so that
gradually more systems interconnect with each
other. This has already happened with the commu-
nities which share the big water tank near
Invocation. In the end, I think the whole city system
should be totally interconnected to ensure that the
water supply — the wells, pipes, pumps and storage
— is optimized.

Let’s look at the larger water situation. Do we have
enough to support a future township of 50,0002 In
Jfact, do we have water security even today?

In many ways, we are blessed here. We have a
lot of rain, about double what falls on my country,
although here it falls only between 30 and 60 days a
year. We also have a number of aquifers which are
fantastic reservoirs for the rainwater. Then again,
we have the technology here to convert wastewater
into usable water. So, all in all, if you look at our
resources they are quite fantastic.

Nevertheless, the situation has become critical
in regard to the water supply as we cannot isolate
Auroville from the rest of the bioregion with which
we share the aquifers. And here things are going
badly wrong. The Government of Tamil Nadu pro-

vides free electricity to farmers, who have installed
huge water pumps, often without switches, which
run whenever there is current.

Consequently, they pump out much more water
from the aquifers than the natural recharge. As a
result, over the last 30 — 40 years the people of this
bioregion have managed to exhaust almost all of the
groundwater resources. But that’s not the end of it.
The main aquifer is below sea level. This means that
when the pressure in the aquifers drops too much
due to the gap between extraction and recharge, sea-
water will intrude and our groundwater system,
which is our main source of water at present, will
become salinated.

Nobody knows exactly when it will happen. It
may take two years or four years or ten, but it has
already happened in many places in southern Tamil
Nadu under similar circumstances and it is likely to
happen here too. We are in a dangerous situation.
And once it starts happening, not only is it irre-
versible but it also goes fast. The experts predict that
it would take only three to six months for the whole
system to become salinated. That would put
Auroville in an impossible situation as we can’t
reorient a whole water system in just six months.
For this reason, some of us have been urgently look-
ing at alternatives. Moreover, when I’m putting in
these expensive pipes that will last for 80 years 1
want to know for sure that I have a resource that [
can completely rely upon for that period, a resource
that will provide for all our water needs.

What are the alternatives?

At present, our possible sources are rainwater,
groundwater, treated wastewater and desalinated
seawater, but there is a question mark over the con-
tinued availability of groundwater. All of these
sources can make a contribution — and I like it that
we are simultaneously developing rainwater and
wastewater and desalinated water as possible sce-
narios — but to have three or four or five different
water supply systems for the numbers of people
who are here is crazy. We have to have a main line,
a principal source.

We are still discussing what this could be.
While the matter is undoubtedly urgent, I regret that
sometimes in Auroville we choose too quickly on
the basis of our likes and dislikes. We judge too
quickly, without looking at the total picture — the
available resources, our present and future needs
and how we can bring the two together, both techni-
cally and economically.

For example, each system requires a different
setup and has its advantages and disadvantages. We
have a lot of rainwater here, and I fully support
those people who want to maximise our capacity to
harvest it. But the disadvantage of rainwater is that
you are never sure how much you will get, and most
of it falls in a limited period, so you need a lot of
storage. My focus is on desalination. I envisage
desalinated water being pumped up from the beach,
stored in a big tank somewhere in Auroville and
being distributed from there. Bur desalination also
has its advantages and disadvantages.

The advantage of desalination in terms of it
depending upon an abundant resource is obvious.
However, there are questions regarding the pollu-

The planned underground water network (red lines), which follow planned roads.
Desalinated water is planned to be fed into the system from an overhead tank
located in the Greenbelt (violet line)

. Laying HDPE pipes along the Crown road

tion of the seawater and the high energy costs
involved.

The desalination plant at Minjur north of
Chennai has been operating for about two years and
it seems to be operating well, but I don’t know how
they have dealt with the problem of dispersing the
brine which is accumulated in the process. I've read
the reports that gave permission to construct this
plant and I was very surprised they said that the
accumulation of brine would only have a marginal
effect on the environment. The Ministry of
Environment and Forest, which has to give permis-
sion for the setting up of desalination plants, is now
scrutinizing the consequences for the environment
of each proposed plant.

At the same time, over the past 20 years the
amount of chemicals needed in the process, and
which also accumulate in the brine, has been much
reduced. The same is true of the power consump-
tion. The old desalination plants used about 4 kW of
electricity per thousand litres desalinated, and that
has now gone down to about 2.2 kW. In fact, desali-
nation is now roughly comparable to other water
treatment systems in terms of power consumption
and environmental impact. And if the electricity can
be generated in an environmentally-friendly way,
desalination becomes even more attractive.
However, the cost per 1,000 litres is still high.

What part would the projected Matrimandir lake
play in these different water scenarios?

Those who favour harvesting rainwater or treat-
ing wastewater see the projected lake around
Matrimandir as one of the main storage areas.
Personally, I don’t believe that you need a lake to
have a drinking water system, but as the lake will be
there we should see how we can use it optimally.

Unfortunately, the whole Matrimandir lake dis-
cussion is very polarized at present. Questions
abound. To fill the lake, should we use rainwater or
desalinated water or a combination of both? Should
the lake be part of the drinking water system or
merely aesthetic? Should the level of the lake be
allowed to rise and fall? Is there an occult dimen-
sion to water in proximity to the Matrimandir and, if
so0, how does that affect our planning? I think we
should experiment with different scenarios, but
before we do so we should sit together and decide
how the whole system will connect together. This is
the information, the thinking, which is not suffi-
ciently there at present.

If the aquifers become saline it will affect the
whole bioregion, which means hundreds of thou-
sands of people. Will Auroville be able to provide
itself with water without including these people?

If the groundwater in the bioregion turns saline
it is the government which is responsible for provid-
ing the inhabitants with drinking water. But
Auroville can help in developing solutions for a sit-
uation like this and, if we have sufficient resources,
we can also share.

What about the demand side? Do you see the need
to educate people to use water more wisely?

Absolutely, we have to change the way people
use such a precious resource. Actually, from a water
management point of view, the ideal is to deliver as
little water as possible, not as much as possible. It’s
not well known that water organizations are one of
the most environmentally-conscious organizations
because they not only provide water but also have to
see that that water is used in the right way. In
Europe the average total water consumption is
about 140 litres per person per day whereas in
Auroville we are using 250 litres and, in some cases,
450 litres per person per day (although the system
losses are high at present). This is not sustainable. I
don’t know the figures for the rest of India, but 50%
of the people in Tamil Nadu are involved in farming
and as they get free electricity to pump water their
usage is probably high. The biggest lever of change
would be if the electricity company would start
charging the farmers for the electricity they use —
but this is unlikely to happen as this would result in
a massive loss of votes for the political party which
imposes this measure. But there are many things we
can do in Auroville to reduce the water that we use.
We should choose the right technology — the most
efficient pumps, washing-machines, shower heads,
taps etc. Secondly, there is the educational aspect.
We need to keep telling people not to water their
gardens in the middle of the day and to immediately
mend or replace leaking taps and valves. People
should also plant species which are drought-resis-
tant. Thirdly, we have to meter the water and charge
people for the water that they use. When we started
doing this in certain communities in the Residential
Zone, we noted an immediate effect: the usage went
down by 25%. In future, in an interconnected sys-
tem in the city everything would be metered and the
tariff would be the same for everyone

Isn’t the human element a much bigger challenge
in Auroville than in Holland when it comes to
developing new water systems and convincing
people to use water intelligently? There, for exam-
ple, you have the benefit of legislation and a social
agreement that everybody cooperates in ensuring
water security.

Yes. The country where [ come from has a long
history in terms of the development of its water sup-
ply. Every year there’s a substantial investment in
maintaining and developing the supply while, by
law, everybody has a right of access to water and
you’re not allowed to pay more than a certain rate.
Here in Auroville many people have paid for their
entire water system — the pump, pipelines, and in
some cases the windmill or a generator — out of their
own pockets, and this sometimes leads to problems,
like people prioritizing it for their own use or, in the
past, even refusing to provide water to somebody
they don’t like. This is why there is an urgent need
for depersonalization of assets like this. Otherwise
we face difficulties which are hard to overcome.

From an interview by Alan

2 naurovilie Toaay ber 2012




PHOTO: @ VIMAL

The future of the arts in Auroville

The Auroville Festival held in September in New Delhi had the first curated Auroville art show ever. For curators Sebastian Cortés
and Marco Feira, the event highlights the importance of art in Auroville. They also have big plans for Auroville arts and artists.

ebastian Cortés is no stranger to the
arts, having had a career in photogra-
phy before joining Auroville. It was
this background and his familiarity
with modern art that made Aster Patel
ask him to curate the art exhibition of the recent
Auroville Festival in New Delhi. He, in turn,
asked Marco, Krishna and Christoph to help
select the pieces and organize the exhibition.

“I have years of contact with the Auroville
artists and we have been involved in creating
other exhibitions and festivals,” explains Marco.
“So when Sebastian told us that the theme of the
exhibition would be ‘Transformation,’ I selected
works which, for me, express that. Of course, not
all artists agreed with the selection. A few artists
had quite a different point of view and wanted us
to include pieces that Sebastian and I felt did not
fit. And on a few occasions we had to push an
artist to do something more in line with the
theme of the exhibition. But the artists accepted
our final word in the matter. We exhibited pieces
that are pushing the boundaries of possibilities:
‘Adil Writer’s works crossed the border between
ceramics and painting; Henk van Putten’s art
showed the bending of something which appar-
ently cannot be bent. Each piece represented
transformation: of space, of matter, of solidity or
liquidity.”

“The idea of having a curator means that
someone takes responsibility for the entire exhi-
bition,” explains Sebastian. “Though it is new
for Auroville, the concept worked out very well
and, T think, will now be followed in future
Auroville art exhibitions, each with different
curators and different themes.” Marco agrees.
“To make a minestrone of all Auroville art is not
interesting. It is better to create an exhibition on
the basis of a theme. The success of the Delhi
event proves this.”

The Delhi experience

“It was a great show and we all were very
touched by the responses of the people,” says
Krishna. “New Delhi has a very refined public,
knowledgeable on arts, and we received a lot of
positive comments.” “Many people were sur-
prised,” adds Christoph. “Some of them said
they had never seen anything like this, and Delhi
is highly competitive. Many people expressed a
desire to come to Auroville and see how it is
possible that such quality pieces come from one
place.”

“Overall, it was a success,” Sebastian agrees,
“even if we did not employ the public relations
structures needed for the Delhi art world, as our
budget did not allow for it. Next time it would be
essential to invite critics, museum directors and
gallery owners. Nevertheless, three well-known
curators visited the exhibition and were enthusi-
astic. The internationally-known Indian art cura-

From left: Krishna, Christoph, Marco and Sebastian

/Ifwe take these three elements as making\
the whole of Art, perfection of expressive
form, discovery of beauty, revelation of the
soul and essence of things and the powers
of creative consciousness and Ananda of
which they are the vehicles, then we shall
get perhaps a solution which includes the
two sides of the controversy and reconciles
their difference. Art for Art's sake certain-
ly: Art as a perfect form and discovery of
Beauty; but also Art for the soul's sake, the
spirit's sake and the expression of all that
the soul, the spirit wants to seize through
the medium of beauty. In that self-expres-
sion there are grades and hierarchies,
widenings and steps that lead to the sum-
mits. And not only to enlarge Art towards
the widest wideness but to ascend with it to
the heights that climb towards the Highest
is and must be part both of our aesthetic

and our spiritual endeavour,
Sri Aumbinda/

e

tor Rajeev Sethi selected art from two Auroville
artists — the installation of ceramic objects by
Priya Sundaravalli and a sound installation by
Aurelio — to become permanent exhibits at
Mumbai’s upcoming international airport. Mr.
Q.P. Jain, the director of the Sanskriti Kendra
Museum, invited artists from Auroville to partic-
ipate in the museum’s artist-in-residence pro-
gramme; and the curator of the Visual Arts
Gallery of the India Habitat Centre, Dr Alka
Pande, asked Auroville to do an exhibition there.
They wouldn’t have done that if they hadn’t
appreciated and sensed ‘something special’ in
the exhibition.”

So what is this ‘special something’?
Sebastian grins. “That’s a bit of an ego-inflating
question. Let me just say that Auroville art prob-
ably reflects the special atmosphere of
Auroville. In the visitors’ book at the exhibition
the words ‘peace’ and ‘elegance’ kept reappear-
ing, and there were no negative observations.
This does not mean that everybody liked the art.
Perhaps those who didn’t just walked out with-
out leaving a comment. It would have been inter-
esting getting professional critiques from art crit-
ics. But as they hadn’t been invited we lost an
opportunity for growth. For it is good for artists
to have their work analysed and criticised; that
raises the level of the art.

“Our International Advisory Council Dr,
Vishaka Desai, who is now Senior Advisor for
Global Policy and Programs of the Guggenheim
Foundation, made an interesting observation:
that all Auroville art on display was abstract. We
did not consciously want it this way, but when
Marco and I were selecting the art pieces we

noticed there was simply no figurative art avail-
able. In all utopian communities of the past, the
figurative art was the most important. But in
Auroville contemporary art, the human figure
has basically disappeared. Dr. Desai said that
Auroville artists have taken art away from the
personalisation of the figure of the human, to an
assessment of the material. I would like to add
that much of Auroville art is also an expression
of a spiritual aspiration, which is why it
emanates quality and elegance. That is felt, and
that’s why many people enjoyed the exhibition.”

The Auroville talks and art package

“If Delhi has taught us something, it is that
the package of talks on Auroville and an exhibi-
tion of Auroville art works well,” says Krishna.
“If we are given the right space and ambience,
and with sufficient time for preparation, we can
do many such presentations all over India. It
would be a great advantage for the artists: for in
India, you are not taken seriously unless you
have exhibited somewhere, articles have
appeared about you, you’ve sold some of your
pieces, and there is a gallery where your work is
on permanent display or for sale — otherwise you
are a nobody.” Christoph mentions another
aspect of such shows: they not only reach out,
but also reach in. “By creating awareness about
Auroville, artists will want to come to Auroville
for doing artist-in-residence programmes.
Auroville artists could invite them to be their
guests. The synergy would be interesting for
both.”

Artists involved in building the city

For Marco, the Auroville artists have yet
another task: to actively participate in the build-
ing of the city. “In Auroville we are constantly
exposed to koans, impossible situations to real-
ize. We are building a city from a plan which is
not a plan but a piece of art. We are pushed to
live without money even though money is cen-
tral to our lives. We are constantly trying to find
new ways of being which force us to transform,
to change. Artists are doing that spontaneously,
it is part of their nature. They have a natural

ARTS

drive to exceed boundaries, to explore new
spaces, new situations. That’s why I believe
that the building and planning of the city
should not be left to our politicians or bureau-
crats, but involve people who have an artistic
spirit and creativity. For example, when Pierre
Legrand was a member of L’Avenir, he
brought a new point of view on the Galaxy
into the planning process [see AVToday # 253,
September 2010, eds.]. It proves my point.”

Sebastian is not convinced. “It’s very
complicated to bring an artist into the plan-
ning process. Town planners consider them-
selves to be artists as well, and would only
invite others if they consent to be integrated
into their vision. They would designate an
area and then give it to the artist to express his
or her creativity. But the artist’s way of think-
ing is different from the spatial thinking
required for town planning. In my view, the
artist comes in later, not in the first phase with
the planning board.”

The Auroville Museum of Modern Art

Inevitably, the experience of organizing
the Delhi art exhibition raised the question,
should Auroville have its own Museum of
Modern Art? “I've been dreaming about that,”
says Sebastian, “about a space in Auroville
designed by a world-renowned architect
which would be a cathedral to artistic expres-
sion, a place of beauty inviting beauty, a plat-

form for global contemporary art and culture.
Not a museum in the traditional sense, though
all important artistic achievements of our time
should be presented there; but a place which
also offers space for conferences, workshops,
shows movies, has artists-in-residence pro-
grammes, publishes scholarly materials on the
arts, and offers interactive educational pro-
grammes. It wouldn’t be Auroville-centric,
though Auroville artists would have a place.
Guest curators from all parts of the globe should
be invited to create world art exhibitions show-
ing the works of the most unique artists. It
should become a platform for something that is
not happening anywhere else in the world, and
finds its place at par with the big cultural institu-
tions of the world.”

It’s an ambitious vision. But Marco agrees.
“Most museums are mausoleums, hosting col-
lections of dead art. But museums should be liv-
ing and show the never-ending research in the
arts. The hallmark of an Auroville museum
should be hosting art that is speaking directly to
the viewer, who should experience ‘something’
and ask questions that are so deep that answers
have to be found. Here, of course, the spiritual
ideals behind Auroville become very relevant.”

Is an Auroville Museum of Modern Art fea-
sible? “Definitely!” says Sebastian. “In the area
of arts also Auroville has to become a shining
light. The example has been given by Mother
herself. The Auroville Festival in Delhi coincid-
ed with a photography exhibition ‘Mastering the
Lens before and after Cartier-Bresson in
Pondicherry’ at next door’s Alliance Frangaise.
Apart from showing photographs from an
unpublished album of Cartier-Bresson, which
included photographs of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother, the exhibition also carried artistic pho-
tos created by Ashramites Tara Jauhar and
Venkatesh Shirodkar. I learned that Mother had
started a salon of photography in the 1930s, even
though at that time photographic materials were
not available in India and everything had to be
brought from France! Another example is the
Golconde building, which was an incredible
achievement for the time it was built and still is a
‘must visit” for every architect and artist. Sucha
far-ahead vision holds true for Auroville. I am
certain that this is the direction She wants
Auroville to take.”

In conversation with Carel
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worlds.
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Art is nothing less in its fundamental truth than the aspect of beauty of the Divine manifestation.
Perhaps, looking from this standpoint, there will be found very few true artists; but still there are
some and these can very well be considered as Yogis. For like a Yogi an artist goes into deep
contemplation to await and receive his inspiration. To create something truly beautiful, he has
first to see it within, to realise it as a whole in his inner consciousness; only when so found, seen,
held within, can he execute it outwardly; he creates according to this greater inner vision. This
too is a kind of yogic discipline, for by it he enters into intimate communion with the inner

it

The Mother
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EDUCATIONAL EXCHANGES

Auroville and the world a bnef overview of educational exchanges

n the late 1970s, a Harvard Divinity School
graduate student, Peter Calloway, had a
vision of three points of light shining from
the earth. At the time he knew nothing about
Auroville, but he subsequently identified it
as the source of the light coming from south India.
The other two light sources were the communities
of Findhorn, in Scotland, and Arcosanti in
Arizona. Peter felt these represented crucial exper-
iments for the future of the Earth and decided to
provide funding for members of the three commu-
nities to learn from and support each other. Thus
the Hexiad and Merriam Hill projects were born.

Hexiad and Merriam Hill

The Hexiad project provided funding for two
members from each of the three communities to
travel together to each of the communities, docu-
menting what they felt was important. The project
lasted six months and was considered a success by
those who participated in it. The Merriam Hill pro-
ject was designed to build upon this foundation by
implementing a regular inter-community exchange
programme. As a result, some Aurovilians visited
Findhorn or Arcosanti. Selvam, who spent many
months in Arcosanti, had a very positive experi-
ence. “They helped me appreciate the importance
of communities in saving the Earth. Having this
mutual interchange, learning, sharing ideas and
skills helps us to achieve out goals faster and easi-

Top: Planting a tree for unity during the
international Youth and Human Unity
conference in 1985. Right: Delegates to
the international conference ‘Youth for
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The interchanges also helped participants from other
places see their own communities in a different light.
David Tollas, who lived in both Arcosanti and Auroville,
realized that “the spiritual dimensions of Sri Aurobindo’s
and the Mother’s writings are what provide me with the
element which, for me, is missing in Arcosanti.”
Conversely, those Aurovilians who visited Findhom
enjoyed the community spirit and organization which they
sometimes felt was lacking in Auroville.

However, these inter-community  exchange
programmes never really took off. This was partly
because Auroville didn’t have the resources or organiza-
tion to host exchanges — the few members of Findhorn or
Arcosanti who arrived here were left very much to their
own devices, in contrast to the warm welcome and sup-
port Aurovilians received in those communities — and
partly because Aurovilians never really saw Findhorn and
Arcosanti as sister communities: Arcosanti has never real-
ly figured on our mental map while Findhorn was dis-
missed as being “New Age”.

Teacher exchanges

Exchanges were revived in a more dynamic form in
1990 when the Antioch New England teacher exchange
was begun by Heidi Watts. This successful initiative,
which continues today with financial support from the
Foundation for World Education, brings Auroville teach-
ers to the US to study informally at Antioch University,
New England (ANE) and to visit local schools. At the
same time, it provides opportunities for ANE students to
do internships in Auroville.

Yet another exchange programme was initiated by
The Pestalozzi International Development Education
Centre in the U.K. It supported the establishment of links
between a primary school in the UK. and the New
Creation Bilingual School, with teacher exchanges taking
place and joint projects undertaken.

Geo-Commons and Living Routes

Another of Merriam Hill’s original goals was to send
U.S. college students to Auroville for one semester to
study aspects of community life and sustainable living.

Human Unity’ in 2005.

Initially this was taken up in the early
1990s by Bruce Kantner in a pro-
gramme called Geo-Commons. This
led to the Living Routes programme.
Affiliated with the University of
Massachusetts, Living Routes offers
annually two semesters of community
study in Auroville using Aurovilians
as some of the teachers. The
University of Washington has been
offering similar programmes in
Auroville since 2001. A group from
this university also designed and con-
structed the International House in the
International Zone.

The California Institute of Integral
Studies

In addition to these regular pro-
grammes, there have been one-off programmes. One
such was the visit in 1995 of postgraduate students from
the California Institute of Integral Studies (CIIS). What
made this group particularly interesting was not only
that they had been studying in an institution which was
conceived on the basis of Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy,
but also that some of the students were African-
American and very attuned to issues of racism and
inequality. This made for some illuminating exchanges
with Aurovilians at a specially arranged discussion.

Colette, one of the African-American students, said
she had observed that people with dark skins were often in
the roles of servants in Auroville, that the concerns of the
local people were not well understood by non-Tamil
Aurovilians, and that Tamil people did not appear to be
much involved in decision-making. “And this reminded
me of my experience of being an African-American
woman in the US.”

The response from Aurovilians was interesting. While
there was acknowledgement of a certain lack of awareness
of the needs of the local people, it was also pointed out
that many local people had joined the community and
some were in very influential positions. As to perceived

inequalities, one Aurovilian pointed out,
“I think we are confusing racism with
the effect of educational disparities and
limited opportunities.”

Participants originating from the
local villages

In this context, it is interesting to
note that many of the young Aurovilians
who went to Arcosanti or Findhorn, or
were hosted by the Sirius community in
the U.S., came from the local villages
and had never travelled outside India
before. The experience not only widened
their horizons, but they gained the confi-
dence that they could make it in a very
different culture, partly because they
were so well appreciated by the people
whom they came into contact with.
Tixon was one of a group of local
Aurovilians who went to study for an
International Baccalaureate in England
under the auspices of the Pestalozzi
Children’s Village Trust. “It was a fabu-
lous experience, living in England
opened up a whole new world.

Pour Tous meetings seem positively tame by cor

In 2005, a second UNESCO-sponsored cc
“Youth for Human Unity’ was held in Auroville
was to create dialogue between the major relig
young people of the SAARC (South Asian As
for Regional Cooperation) region. The delega
from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Bl
Nepal, in addition to Auroville, and spent five
cussing issues like spirituality and religion, educ
culture and integral development. The local ¢
good were brought in to give lectures, but the r
was the freshness and depth displayed by the yo
gates. Sound bites from the students included, “R
like scaffolding. When the edifice of the spirit is
scaffolding is no longer necessary”; “Schools are
veyor-belts, turning out packaged goods. Let’s n
education, let’s change the whole damn thing”; a
keep the dream we can transform the system.”

At the conclusion of the conference, many
felt that they had been changed fundamentall
experience. “If we can live together so happily
days, then why not forever?” asked Zahid from
India’s traditional béte noire.

Peace Trees

Creating intercultural harmony was also the
behind the Peace Tn
gramme which was

Auroville in 1988. The ir
for this came from Dana
founder of the Earthstew
work, who conceived th
promoting  friendly

between traditionally c
people by getting bc
together to do something
and beneficial to all:
trees. Auroville was the ¢
very first Peace Tree:
brought together youn;
from the then Soviet U
U.S. and India to parti
ice-breaking games, crea
lenges and environmentz
tion. The event was ¢
successful and spawne
Peace Trees in conflict
like Northern Ireland
Africa, Palestine and Vi

Academically it was very tough for the first six months —
we were not properly prepared for it — but most of us man-
aged well in the end.”

UNESCO-sponsored international conferences

The CIIS visit was an example of how a group of edu-
cated and committed people could help Aurovilians look
at their own community in a new light. This has happened
in other ways, too. For example, over the years Auroville
has been the venue for a number of international confer-
ences on themes related to Auroville’s ideals. In 1985, for
example, there was a UNESCO-sponsored conference
which brought together youth from all over the world to
discuss human unity. For many Aurovilians, the confer-
ence was an eye-opener. Not only did we learn that we
had the inspiration and resources to surmount the huge
logistical challenges of mounting such a conference, but
we also got an insight into the politics of international
meetings. For it was obvious that while some of the dele-
gates had been selected at random by their governments,
others were professional politicians who had been tasked
by their governments to get certain resolutions passed.
The resulting clashes and backroom dealing made our

Pathways to Living

Daniel Greenberg, founder of Living Routes, writes about the programme and his connection to Auroville. W

Routes

well as in neglected 1
areas of the U.S. in which some young Aurovilia
ipated in the latter.

The situation today

Today, Auroville students are participating i
tional programmes in places like Mexico and Ca
major conferences like the recent Rio+20 eve:
same time, more and more researchers, volun
students are coming to Auroville, While we hav
ed enormously from their skills, energy and «
some of them have carried away a new perspe:
example, Jonas Leipold, a German voluntee
Weltwiirts Programme, reported that after w
Auroville, “My thoughts are different now; I see
in a different light. After only six months, Aurc
India have changed my life.”

At the same time, sharp-eyed researchers are
ly fooled. They know that dreams and ideals has
ed shelf life if they are not expressed through
reality. And this, perhaps, is their greatest gift -
they keep us unsettled, they remind us of our ic
they keep us striving to exceed our limitations.

as it really been 20 years? My rela-
tionship with Auroville began in
1992, during a wonderful year at
Findhorn in Scotland with my wife,
Monique Gauthier. Having resear-
ched education within intentional communities
and visited over 30 in the U.S. and Canada, [ was
at Findhorn completing my Ph.D. in Child
Development and dreaming of some day creating
a school for children in a community setting.
How did I get from there to founding, directing,
and recently leaving Living Routes, which partners
with the University of Massachusetts to run college
level programmes based in Auroville and other
“ecovillages™ around the world? The seed was
planted the first day I set foot in an intentional com-
munity. I learned more in that one day than in the
two years I had spent researching them. Rather than
eccentric or strange, these communities seemed
aligned with humanity’s evolutionary history,
99.9% of which we spent in tribes. A long dormant
need for community and belonging awakened in
me. Suddenly, it was my own suburban childhood
that seemed odd and out-of-place.
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friend brought over a group of college students and
I witnessed many of them “Pop!” — their lives
transformed in a matter of days by Findhorn’s
visions and practices. Something clicked. I woke
up one night with goosebumps thinking “This is
why I am here!” | felt called to create more oppor-
tunities for young adults to experience a new way
of being and belonging within communities striv-
ing to model positive visions for humanity and the
planet.

This seed was further nourished a few months
later when I met Dhanya, a long-term Aurovilian,
who traveled to Findhorn to cross-pollinate ideas
and learn more about Findhorn’s “touchy-feely”
new-agey ways. I was inspired by Dhanya’s stones
of Auroville and committed to visiting one day.

A year later, I called Bruce Kantner who had
started the Gaia Education Institute and was bringing
U.S. college students to Auroville through the
University of New Hampshire. A mere six weeks
later, I joined a group of nine students on their way to
Findhorn, Plum Village (Thich Nhat Hahn’s
Buddhist community in SW France), and Auroville.
My dream had come true! [remember walking out of
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From ‘95 through ‘98, I co-directed five semes-
ter .programmes (three with Monique) and truly
loved facilitating students’ deep immersions and
transformations within these communities. It was
also crazy with lots of near-miss travel stories, jet
lag, sickness, and exhaustion from this gurukula
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with students 24/7. This was also in the days before  tion out «
ubiquitous email, so we would travel for four  matured,
months and then come back to a stack of letters and ~ becoming
applications and struggle to catch up before the next  increasin
programme. being dr

Eventually, Monique and I wanted to live more ~ Routes in
fully in community, and I was drawn to start some-  nected to
thing new, so in 1998, we moved to the Sirius  say, “It’s
Community, a Findhorn spin-off in western Look
Massachusetts. Here, we took the leaps into parent-  alumni fr
hood and starting a new business. ue to bel

Living Routes was incorporated just two days  and impo
after our eldest daughter, Simone, was born in  today. Hc
November of 1999. I felt like I had twins. Here  from 45
were two beings, each deserving of more loveand ~ Needs™?
attention than I could possibly give. While both Livin
have had their crises and growing pains, it has been  ic interes
a privilege to watch them develop and I like to think ~ native en
they are both turning out fine. It was a special hon-  whole is
our to connect them with each other in 2010 when  that it is
Monique and I returned to Auroville to teach again ~ want and
while Simone and our younger daughter, Pema, Of cc
attended Deepanam and Nandanam schools and  interview
soaked in Auroville and India.
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