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ere is an accommodation crisis in
Auroville. While nobody is actually
living on the street, over 80
Aurovilians with insufficient funds
are looking for a house or are living in sub-
standard housing (see box, p.2). The Entry
Group is so concerned that in September it
took a radical step. “It is very difficult,” it
explained, “to admit (into Auroville) people
with little or no financial means knowing
that Auroville is not providing adequate
housing to all people who are already mem-
bers of the community... since money can-
not be a criterion for admission to
Auroville, we prefer to put all new applica-
tions on hold, at least until new concrete
steps are taken by the community on the
economic and housing front in order to
solve the present crisis.”

‘Whatever the rights and wrongs of the
way the Entry Group took this controversial
decision, they succeeded in focussing the
communiiy’s atiention upon an issue which
has been bubbling away for years, an issue
which calls into question our commitment
to the integral development of Auroville.

For how can we claim to be the city the
world needs when we cannot even provide

decent housing for our fellow Aurovilians?

How did we get here?

Gone are the days when one could sim-
ply turn up in this corner of India, plunge
into work for the community and receive
food and accommodation, however simple.
Today, housing is rarely available free.
Most people have to build or purchase a
house or apartment with their own money.
Consequently those Newcomers and
Aurovilians with limited means often have
to shift from place to place as itinerant
house-sitters, or to live in substandard con-
ditions, while Newcomers with healthy
bank accounts can obtain apartments within
a few months of arriving in the community.

How did we come to this? There are a
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number of reasons. For one thing we are not
building sufficient accommodation to keep
up with both the annual increase in our
numbers (roughly fifty a year) and the back-
log of Aurovilians needing a house. This is
partly because we expect a different stan-
dard in housing today, and even a partly
“pukka” house takes much longer to build
than a keet capsule. But it is also due to pol-
icy decisions. In the old days there were vir-
tually no restrictions upon what one could
build or where. Today temporary housing is
banned in the city area, and many communi-
ties outside the city area are not open to any
further residential construction taking place.
This means that the possibility of creating
new low-cost, experimental communities
on the lines of Aspiration are severely limit-
ed. House-seekers—at least those with
money—have either to negotiate a transfer
with an existing house owner, or embark on
the frequently traumatic experience of find-
ing a place to build an individual house.
Alternatively, they may decide to obtain
accommodation in an existing project in the
Residential Zone. However, accommoda-
tion here is limited at present as the apart-
ment boom of recent years has stuttered to a
halt.

Not only are the possibilities for con-
struction more limited now, but construc-
tion itself is becoming increasingly costly.
There is an annual inflation rate of 15% for

materials and labour. In some projects,
escalating costs have also been compound-
ed by poor building practices, inadequate
supervision and the ambitions of some
architects who “want to make a statement”
rather than build something simple and
beautiful. There is also the peer pressure
factor: with so many people building larger,
more luxurious houses it’s difficult to hold
out.against the trend.
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..Individual house in Auromodele

Different versions of housing: Vahula’s tiny asbestos clad room in
Fraternity...

Less mobility

The fact that many people have to pay
highly for their accommodation today, often
creating a severe dent in their financial
resources, means that there is much less
mobility: even if people are unhappy about
where they are living, they tend to stay put,
either because their funds are exhausted or
because they don’t wish to re-embark on the

time-censuming venture of finding alterna-
tive accommodation. The high price of
accommodation has also contributed to a
situation where houses are bought and sold,
or rented out, irrespective of the needs of
those with limited means (and in contradic-
tion to the statement signed by all who wish
to build in Auroville: “T hereby declare that
I shall not claim as my personal property
and shall not sell-any asset... acquired for or
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created by me or with my help for
Auroville™),

As yet, the community is contributing
little in the way of funds to house those in
financial straits. The Housing Service,
which is responsible for constructing and
repairing houses for those with inadequate
resources, receives one lakh rupees a month
($2380) from the Central Fund to pay for
minor house repairs, but for the rest is
entirely dependent on a 10% contribution
from the total cost of each new house and
apartment being built. In the past year a
total of ten lakhs rupees has come through
this channel, which is totally inadequate to
meet the present need. New apartments in
building complexes have been offered free
(meaning that they have been subsidised by
the other residents of the complex or by a
friendly commercial unit) to people in need,
but only in rare cases, and even here the
opportunity seems to depend more upon
having the right contacts than upon the
severity of the need.

This raises the most difficult and sensi-
tive area of the housing issue. For, accord-
ing to the Housing Service list, all those liv-
ing in inferior or overcrowded accommoda-
tion at present are Tamil. Many are already
disadvantaged because of inadequate educa-
tion and language difficulties. For some of
them, their poor housing situation is an indi-
cation that they are being accorded a sec-
ond-class status in this community.

Some Aurovilians, in fact, have blamed
the present housing crisis upon the Entry
Group’s policy of admitting large numbers
of local people who have few resources,
people who they suspect are sometimes
motivated more by a wish to improve their
material standards at .the community’s
expense than by the ideal of Auroviile. It

(continued on page 2) -
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The Housing Crisis (continued from page 1)

may well be that this suspicion has acted as a
psychological brake upon improving the
housing conditions of local Aurovilians.

Where do we go from here?

Clearly, the present housing situation will
take something of a Herculean effort to
resolve. It touches not only upon logistics but
also upon thorny issues like the unequal dis-
tribution of wealth, proprietory attitudes, the
individual’s right to self-expression, and
money power. One suggestion to provide
more and cheaper accommodation is to ease
the present restrictions on what can be built
and where—and, in particular, to lift the ban
on temporary construction in the City area.
Another avenue being explored at present is
to increase the provision of low-cost housing
through new settlements like Réve and
Creativity (see box on p.3). Such initiatives
have not always been successful: the resi-
dents of Prayatna continue to complain about
the poor quality of their low-cost houses. In
fact, some contractors like Rolf believe that
there is no such thing as “low-cost,” as it
generally means skimping on materials ini-
tially only to incur higher maintenance costs
later. However, Kathy of the Housing
Service, which is the project holder for the
Creativity project, is convinced that “collec-
tive housing can be simple, low-cost but
beautiful. It’s just a matter of convincing our
architects that it’s possible!” David, one of
the architects of the Réve project, claims that
they will provide turn-key apartments (no
hidden extras!)at approximately Rs 4,000
sg.m., which is low to medium-cost at today’s
rates in Auroville. (Of course, one way the
overall costs are kept down in such projects is
by limiting the size of the apartments.)

Innovative funding

If projects like Réve and Creativity are to
succeed in providing moderately-priced
housing for those with limited or no
resources, they will have to be innovative in

Prayatna low-cost housing. Urgent repairs are needed.

how they find funding. At present the project
holders of Réve and Creativity envisage a sit-
uation where some of the units are paid for
by the people who will occupy them, while
other funding would be provided from within
Auroville (from the Central Fund, the
Housing Service, commercial units, individ-
uals etc.), or from outside organizations like
the Housing and Urban Development
Corporation of India (HUDCO) and the
Foundation for World Education.

Other suggestions for funding housing
for those with few resources include requir-
ing those who wish to build houses of more
than five lakh rupees to first provide funds
for the construction of one or more low-cost
units.

However, Kathy believes that the only
way to get sufficient funding to solve the pre-
sent housing crisis is to come up with some-
thing “which touches people’s hearts and is
full of vision”. Noting that the world needs

AN ARTIST
IN A GARRET

ahula is a Tamilian from Sri Lanka

\ / whose beautiful illustrations are
well-known to Auroville Today
readers. But these illustrations are created in
a tiny asbestos-clad room, perched on top of
a workshop in Fraternity (see front page), in
which he has lived for eight years. For the
past five years he has shared it with his part-
ner. What’s it like living here? “It’s very dif-
ficult. There is no running water, so I have
to go to the Youth Camp to wash. We cook
in a corner of the room or eat at New
Creation. In the summer it gets too hot to
stay here between 10.30 in the morning and
5 o'clock in the afternoon, and in the rainy
season it leaks badly.” He shows me the

et that stops water dripping on the mat
where he works and sleeps. “It's a big prob-
lem for me as an artist because this room is
so overcrowded I can only paint small draw-
ings, and I have nowhere proper to store my
work.” He points to an overcrowded table
piled up with sketchbooks wrapped in plas-
tic. Beneath the table the floor slopes to the
corner of the room.

“André, who manages New Creation,
gave me this room when I was a Newcomer.
Later when I asked him if I could move to
somewhere better he told me, ‘Now you're

hook in the ceiling where he hangs the buck- -
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Vahula inside his room: “I have nowhere to store my work.”

an Aurovilian. Ask the Housing Group’. I've
gone to them many, many times, but each
time they tell me, “There's no money. Wait’.

“I can't do anything on my own: I have
no money. The little I receive I spend on
paper for my drawings.”

What kind of place would he like to
move to? “We only need a small place, but a
place that doesn't leak and doesn't cook us in
the summer! It could be one room upstairs
with a small kitchen and bathroom below.”

Is he disappointed that Auroville has not
been able to help him more? “I'm sad that
many people who came to Auroville after
me now have a nice house. Perhaps I don't
speak well or people misunderstand what I
need...When I first came to Auroville I was
happy. I learned art here and now I want to
develop that further. But today my life is a
little, little down because of this housing
problem.”

From an interview by Alan

models for peaceful and harmonious interac-
tion between cultures, she would like to see
Auroville creating settlements where the aim
is “to learn to grow into an actual human
unity through living in close intentional com-
munity with people who come from a differ-
ent cultural background from our own”.
Another approach to the present housing
problem has been taken by the Funds and
Assets Management Committee (FAMC).
They are concerned by the spread of propri-
etorial attitudes, of the tendency of occupiers
to assume that their accommodation belongs
to them, to dispose
of as they wish.
Consequently, the
FAMC has come
up with a draft for
an Auroville Hous-
ing Policy which
would give the
community much
more power to
decide what hap-
pens to its collec-
tive housing assets.
The Housing Pol-
icy (which is still
under considera-
tion by the Rep-
resentatives  Gr.)
restates that there
can be no private ownership of houses or
apartments in Auroville, that the “guardian”
cannot sell or rent the residence he occupies,
nor can he allocate it, during a long absence,

- to somebody else without consultation with

his community and the Housing Service.
Actually, according to the Housing
Service at least, the direct buying and selling
of houses in Auroville has virtually ceased.
However, they allow transfers, whereby
somebody who wishes to move to another
house or rebuild in Auroville has money paid
into a building account by the person who
wishes to move into their house. “It’s not
perfect,” says Stuart of the Housing Service,
“but it reflects the present reality where some
people cannot move within the community
unless they can get the money to build some-
where else.” Similarly the possibility to rent
Auroville accommodation, however unac-
ceptable in terms of the ideal, does provide a
breathing-space for some people in the pre-

sent confused situation.

Moratorium

However, the most radical proposal for
untying the present knots in the housing situ-
ation would involve the community impos-
ing a complete moratorium on all individual
construction. Instead, Auroville itself would
construct and provide accommodation for its
residents. This, it is believed, would help to
abolish proprietorial attitudes. It would also
prevent further megalomaniacal construction
ventures by individuals, and be a means of
setting the tone for what is considered an
appropriate style of living for Auroville’s
inhabitants.

Nolly of the Entry Group believes that
simple but beautiful community-funded
housing could be a key lever in transforming
the present climate of Auroville. “If we can
keep Auroville closed long enough to get
these kinds of projects off the ground, then
we can say to potential Newcomers, “Come,
give your money to Auroville, serve the ideal
and we will provide housing, food and your
basic needs.” This will attract people with a
different energy, a different attitude, from the
people we are tending to attract at present,
some of whom just want to recreate a
Western lifestyle in the tropics. It will help us
get back to the sharing and serving which are
the basis of Auroville.”

A different view

Francis and Rolf of the Housing Devel-
opment Fund, the project holder for many of
the large developments in the Residential
Zone, agree that no more houses should be
built by individuals and that Auroville should
be the developer. However, they completely
disagree with the approach of the Entry
Group in temporarily stopping new admis-
sions to Auroville: “This is totally blocking
Auroville’s development”. Why? They point
out that Newcomers—in this case mainly
Western newcomers—are an important
source of revenue for the community. For
example, the Newcomers Housing
Scheme—which provides temporary housing
to Newcomers on the basis of a cash pay-
ment, a proportion of which is later made
available to the Newcomers to build a perma-

nent house—is totally dependent upon the
funds of those coming into the community.
Moreover Newcomers often buy into new
apartment schemes. “The 10% contribution
from the sale of apartments in projects like
Invocation and Arati,” notes Rolf, “provided
the Housing Service with seven lakhs
($16,660) to build accommodation for thcse
in need. Now the Entry Group’s decision to
close Auroville is effectively blocking fur-
ther construction of such apartments. There
is no logic in this.”

In fact, Rolf does not subscribe to there
being a housing crisis— “there was never so
much housing readily available as there is
now”"—which is a view not shared by people
with few resources like Vahula (see box
above). Both Rolf and Francis believe that
Auroville’s housing development is ham-

THE SCALE OF THE PROBLEM

At present, according to information col-
lected by the Housing Service:

¢ 12 Aurovilians do not have permanent
housing or the funds to build a house

¢+ 17 Aurovilians are living in seriously
overcrowded or structurally unsafe
accommodation

e 8 Aurovilians without funds have to
move or will have to move soon due to
planned development

« 8 Aurovilians live in houses from where ,
they would like to move, but they have
no funds

20 Auroville youth without funds seek
independent housing

¢ 5 Newcomers without funds have regis-
tered their need for housing when they
become Aurovilians

= Approximately 15 Aurovilians with lit-
tle financial resources are unable to find
a site on which to build

In addition, there are 20 requests for assis-
tance to renovate or extend existing struc-
tures, or to pay for cost overruns on build-
ing estimates.

These figures are minimum figures. They
don’t include those who have not
approached the Housing Service.
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The Housing Crisis (continued from page 2)

pered by excessive Auroville bureaucracy
and ideology. “For example,” explains Rolf,
“it is difficult to get community funding for
big developments: the community is inca-
pable of taking the risk. So one solution
would be for individuals to provide the
funds—there’s plenty of private money
around in Auroville—and then rent out the
finished apartments to provide for the main-
tenance of those individuals. But this possi-
bility is refused because we don’t allow rent-
ing: it is too much like private enterprise and
private property, which is against the ideolo-
gy of Auroviile.”

They are convinced that Auroville must
plan in five year increments, and must raise
capital to build houses which will cost
between eight and sixteen lakhs ($19,000 -
$38,000) a unit. Then it needs to work out a
pay-back scheme.

Clearly, there are very different views
about how to solve the present housing diffi-
culties which, in turn, reflect radical differ-
ences about how we should be developing as
a community. The magnitude and complexi-
ty of the present crisis is an indicator that
many issues are intertwined, and that to work
on one variable alone will not be sufficient.

In this sense, the decision of the Entry Group
to close Auroville, however controversial,
may provide us with new opportunities for
Alan

more integral solutions.

n last month’s edition of Auroville

Today, Kireet Joshi stressed that

Auroville’s economy needs to move

closer towards meeting the aims of
the community; Carel suggested an
approach. Both articles concerned them-
selves primarily with the distribution of
wealth and eliminating the sense of owner-
ship within Auroville. Another, equally
important question is how can Auroville
generate enough income to finance its ser-
vices now and in the near future?

The present state of affairs

Currently Auroville’s formal economy
does not generate enough income to support
the community’s services. The Central Fund
expends approximately three million rupees
($70,000) per month. Of this amount, Rs 2.3
million ($53,500) per month is disbursed in
the form of subsistence allowances (com-
monly called maintenance)and food for chil-
dren. This sustains 530 adults and 200 chil-
dren. Subsistence allowances, totalling Rs
1.6 million, are disbursed to 100 adults who
are working in commercial units and 430
adults working in the service sector.
Although the average monthly subsistence
allowance received from the Central Fund is
about Rs 3,000 ($70), Aurovilians acknowl-
edge that they need Rs 5,000 to Rs 6,000 to
subsist. The difference between what is pro-
vided and what is needed, Rs 1.0 to Rs 1.6
million, is 35% to 53% of the Central Fund’s
current total disbursements. This does not
include provision of housing. Auroville’s
service sector is therefore heavily subsidised
by donations, primarily from individual
Aurovilians. It is generally thought that the
bulk of these funds come from resources that
were accumulated outside of Auroville and
are still held there. Thus, Auroville can sus-
tain its economy only if Aurovilians are gen-
erally people who have accumulated their
wealth before entering the community. Such

HOUSING PROJECTS
Réve

The foundation ceremony for the Réve
project took place in October. Réve
evolved to provide urgently needed hous-
ing for Aurovilians with low or no income,
and aims to combine elegance, adaptability
and affordability with a variety of commu-
nal facilities. A flexible price structure
means that those with little or no resources
will not have to pay for the infrastructure,
while those with their own resources are
expected to finance the actual cost plus a
contribution of 10% to subsidise the others.
Four apartments will be provided for eight
youth with no personal resources.

The cost of each 60 sq. m. apartment
(which includes a 20 sq.m. covered terrace)
in this medium-density development will
be approximately Rs 2.5 lakhs ($5,950) sub-
sidised, and Rs 3.13 lakhs ($7,450) unsub-
sidised.

Creativity

“Creativity” is a concept for a low-cost,
medium-density community housing project
promoted by the Auroville Housing Service.

Inspired by the design of housing in
Aspiration community, it aims to demon-
strate human unity in cross-cultural diversi-
ty, to provide affordable but attractive and
environmentally low-impact accommoda-
tion and centralized common facilities for a
wide variety of residents, and to offer a pos-
itive alternative to the trend for individually-

Igor plants a tree at the Reve foundation ceremony.
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funded private housing. No one will be
excluded from participation due to lack of
personal funds.

While a suitable site is being sought, the
Housing Service is inviting artists and archi-
tects to come up with innovative designs for
sustainable living which cost less than one
and a half lakhs ($3,570) a unit.

o

a condition creates an exclusivity that is not
exemplary and a dependency that is not
empowering.

Auroville projects that 5,000 people will
join the community over the next ten years;
to sustain its services it will have to increase
monthly outlays from Rs 3 million to over Rs
10 million in today’s rupee. This is a conser-
vative estimate. It considers neither housing
nor that Aurovilians over this period will
increasingly have to cope with the needs of
an aging population. Currently, commercial
units generate about 50% of the Central
Fund’s income; administration and services
account for 25%; contributions from
Aurovilians 10%; guests and newcomers
10%; and government and projects 5%. Of
these various income channels, only com-
mercial growth has the potential to meet
Auroville’s needs in a way that would
empower the community and help it to
realise its aims. Tourism also offers great
potential, but few Aurovilians would like to
see the community become a tourist town.

Obstacles to growth

Commercial growth is hampered by sev-
eral obstacles. Few Aurovilians take business
and the creation of wealth for the community
as their dharma. Most individuals prefer to
limit the size of their businesses so that they
have time to pursue their spiritual path. But
the multiplication of small businesses as a
model for Auroville’s economic expansion is
unlikely to generate enough wealth to sup-
port the community. Of the 100 commercial
units operating in Auroville, only 30 finan-
cially contribute to the Central Fund.
Maroma alone accounts for over 60% of the
total contributions made by commercial
units; the four largest units, including
Maroma, account for 85%. These four busi-
nesses, which emerged long before the
Foundation Act was ratified more than seven
years ago, generally rely upon a large local
labour force. The contribution of these busi-

e

nesses to Auroville is needed and appreciat-
ed, but they do not provide many Aurovilians
with work opportunities.

Medium to large-sized businesses that do
not rely heavily upon local labour should
therefore be seen as an important economic
pillar. What prevents them from emerging in
Auroville? As mentioned above, many
Aurovilians are not driven to make money
for the community. Some Aurovilians doubt
that with only 1200 adults a deep pool of tal-
ented managers exists. Aurovilians are also
disinclined to work in businesses that func-
tion with traditional management hierarchies,
preferring instead to work for themselves. At
the same time there is virtually no collective
investment to promote businesses. The
Central Fund is unprepared to be a principal
investor willing to undertake the risk associ-
ated with providing venture capital. The
commercial units, all of which are members
of the Auroville Board of Commerce (ABC),
do not pool their resources to invest in new
initiatives. They do not even have a current
practice of making loans to each other,
although they can borrow from a small
revolving loan fund that was set up with an
external donation. The only other option for
Aurovilians who might be inclined to initiate
a large business or rapidly expand a small
one is to locate outside investors. Auroville,
however, discourages partnerships with out-
side entities. Investors willing to risk their
capital desire a stable, secure environment
and want a return on their investment.
Auroville’s internal decision making process,
lacking traditional structures and procedures,
may not inspire stability and security to out-
siders. Lack of clarity about the indepen-
dence granted to proprietors under the
Foundation Act is another reason that entre-
preneurs and investors may have shied away
from Auroville. Entrepreneurs want deci-
sion-making freedom and they want the
security of knowing that only their own
Board of Directors can replace and appoint
upper management positions. As for returns

by Lyle

on investments, Auroville cannot offer out-
siders shares. It could, however, negotiate
profit sharing schemes, though it has never
done so.

Possible solutions?

But relinquishing ownership rights is an
aim of Auroville. How then can Auroville
reconcile its economic needs with its spiritual
aspirations? According to one manager,
“Aurovilians need to acknowledge the need
to have friendly businesses that are not man-
aged by Aurovilians. A new category,
Business Friends of Auroville could be
established.” Business Friends would be peo-
ple who are spiritually inclined, have a con-
nection to Auroville’s ideals and Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother, but are unable to
commit themselves fully to Auroville. Their
businesses would have to respect Auroville’s
principles, be appropriate for the area, partic-
ipate in community expenditures, and pro-
vide employment to Aurovilians. Auroville
likewise could provide office space, land,
and skilled people. Business Friends would
in essence be businesses that retain their
rights of ownership, but put more into
Auroville than they take out. Another alter-
native for Auroville would be to overcome
its aversion to risk, initiate businesses and
invest its funds in businesses initiated by
Aurovilians. The Central Fund could encour-
age the ABC to take initial steps by guaran-
teeing loans up to a specified amount. These
are only two suggestions; there are surely
more. But as the discussion proceeds it is
important to remember that Auroville’s
needs are not being met by its formal econo-
my, and available figures suggest that as
Auroville expands the gap is more likely to
widen than narrow. Economic growth and
the equitable distribution of wealth should
not be dissociated from one another or dis-
cussed in isolation. Unless, of course, we
wish Aurovilians to be equally poor or exclu-
sively rich.
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Lack of space hampers sale of Auroville products

here are about 180 commercial units
Tin Auroville, and their number is

steadily growing. But the number of
Auroville shops that sell the products of
many Auroville units can be counted on the
fingers of one hand. Only one such sales out-
let exists in Auroville, the Boutique
d’Auroville in the Visitors Centre, where 95
units compete for the limited display space.
Down the road from Kuilapalayam to the
beach, two Aurovilians
recently opened a shop
called Auriginal, which
now sells the products of
six units. In Pondicherry
only two Auroville shops
endeavour to present the
products of many Auroville
units: La Boutique d’ Auro-
ville in Nehru Street crams
the products of 66 units in
its sales area, the Auro-
sarjan Boutique in Rue
Bussy does an identical job
for 23 units. Recently, Nat-
urally Auroville opened a
shop in Chennai (Madras),
selling the products of 58
Auroville units. With the
exception of Naturally Aur-
oville, the shops are over-
crowded. In what direction do
all-Auroville shops need to develop?

Space restrictions

“This place looks like a bazaar,” com-
plains Myriam, the executive of the Boutique
in the Visitors Centre. "But how can it be
otherwise? There are too many units for the
space we have available here, and I have
used every square inch! I need to double the
present space if I am to properly display the
products of all the units. The present plans to
add a series of specialised shops to the
Visitors Centre are excellent, but they won’t

Boutique d’Auroville in Pondicherry: “The shop is packed
and many products cannot be properly displayed.”

solve the problem. In the coming years more
commercial units will come into existence,
and we’ll have to expand if they want to sell
their products here.”

Bhoomi, who runs La Boutique
d’Auroville in  Pondicherry, echoes
Myriam’s complaint. “See for yourself how
we display the products of over 66 units on a
total floor area of about 75 square metres,”
says Bhoomi. “The shop is packed and many
products cannot be properly displayed. We
do a disservice to the units. We would defi-
nitely sell more if we had more space.”

Wolf recently took up responsibility for
Aurosarjan, an equally crowded shop located
on a side street in the former French section
of Pondicherry. “Till recently it hardly sold

A tight squeeze... :

any Auroville products, but rather plastic
toys imported from Taiwan and ready-made
garments from Delhi. In fact, it was run
down. Now customers are slowly coming
back and a new clientele is being built up.
But the location of this place is not ideal. It
attracts the French and Indian population of
Pondicherry, but no tourists,” explains Wolf.

Centralised marketing

Wolf adds: “I
think that the time for
a new step has come.
We need @ .cen-
tralised  marketing
organisation in
Auroville, with big
Auroville shops all
over India, in which
all our commercial
units will participate.
None of the small
units can market
their products indi-
vidually. Even the
larger units, which
mainly sell their
products abroad,
should develop a
market in India. The
economy of India is
opening up and an affluent middle and upper
class is emerging. Pondicherry, for example,
is becoming a shopping centre for people
coming from places as far away as Madras
and Bangalore. And Auroville should not lag
behind. But our shops should breathe a dif-
ferent atmosphere. They should not only sell
the Auroville products, but also provide
information on Auroville, and have a place to
relax and eat snacks. Something like
Casablanca, but with an Auroville atmos-
phere.” Casablanca is the name of a large
shopping mall that recently opened on
Mission Street in Pondicherry. Owned by
Aurovilian Dilip
Kapoor, it spe-
cialises in the sales
of internationally
known brand
names such as
Levi’s, Adidas,
Revlon and of
course Hidesign,
Dilip’s own range
of leather products.
It also houses a
pizzeria, a rest-
aurant and e-mail
and Internet
browsing facilities.
However, it hardly
sells any Auroville
products. “We can
learn a lot from their set-up and organisa-
tion,” continues Wolf. “Hidesign has shops
all over India, with a marvellous support
organisation. In Pondicherry, Auroville
should create an Auroville House, a “Maison
d’Auroville” or “Auroville Bhavan™ in one
of those old colonial or Tamil houses with
Aurovilians serving the clients. In other cities
in India, Naturally Auroville can be instru-
mental in starting Auroville outlets.”

PHOTO: CAREL

Naturally Auroville

Marianne and Bemard, who run
Naturally Auroville, agree with Wolf’s views
though they consider the timing “a bit early.”
Naturally Auroville started a few years ago

as a mail order undertaking, but failed to take
off. Two months ago it opened a luxurious
boutique, breathing an atmosphere of refine-
ment, beauty and distinction, in a posh neigh-
bourhoed in Chennai opposite the five-star
Taj Coromandel Hotel. “The response in
these first couple of months is good,” says
Bernard. “Our clientele are the upper classes
of Indian society and expatriates who live in
Madras. We want to sell all the Auroville
products, including the foodstuffs such as
bread and jam.” Adds Marianne, “The base-
ment of this building will soon be turned into
an Auroville Information Centre, where peo-
ple can learn about Auroville’s aims and
ideals, and where we
will also sell books and |
brochures written |
and/or produced in
Auroville. It will also
host exhibitions on
Auroville or on Sr
Aurobindo and The
Mother and works
from Auroville artists,
and perhaps a reflexology centre. Our future
plans include a cafeteria on the third floor
with all the food items that Auroville pro-
duces. But it is still too early to transfer this
concept to other cities. We need more experi-
ence before we embark on that—to be hon-
est, we have already started some serious
thinking about another ‘Naturally Auroville’
boutique in Bangalore, with the Auroville
atmosphere, of course.”

“Auroville atmosphere”

Naturally Auroville is obviously in the
process of materialising what Wolf would
like to manifest in Pondicherry and in other
Indian cities. But what is this “Auroville
atmosphere” that needs to be represented?
Myriam explains: “It is to show by word or
by example that we are working to develop
our consciousness, as a form of yoga, and
that making money: is not our prime motiva-
tion but a secondary one. The money we
make is not used for personal profit, but for
the development of Auroville. We show that
we sell quality under the brand name of
Auroville. And we do that without using
child labour and by taking good care of our
employees.” Myriam acknowledges however
that the prices of Auroville products are often
prohibitive for Indian tourists visiting the
Information Centre on tour buses.
“Unfortunately we only cater to the demands
of the Indian middle and upper class. But all
the others... they cannot afford anything.
Even the cheapest thing, a postcard or a
packet of incense, is too expensive for them.
We have created a kiosk for these visitors
where they can buy things that are cheap,
such as a little stone statue of Ganesh or a
hair-clip, and where they can consume their
own food. But it is not nice to have to noth-
ing to offer them. Truly, I do not know what
to do.”

. Aurovilie should create |

outiets all over India.

PHOTO: CAREL
Wolf demurs: “I think it is a fallacy to
think that Auroville can produce things
cheaply. Take clothing, for example. The
cheap clothing you find on the street in
Pondicherry is made of excess material in
factory line work, that is rows of tailors sit-
ting behind each other, each of them doing
one ‘line’ of stitching. That is a horrible
atmosphere, quite foreign to Auroville. Here,
one tailor makes an entire dress... but, conse-
quently, the production costs are higher.”

Product innovation

Are the products of Auroville of high
quality? The general feel-
ing is that they are. But
the prevailing opinion
about product design and
{ innovation is less posi-
tive. “Auwroville lags
behind in the areas of
research and development
and product innovation.
The units will have to do
a far better job if they wish to remain com-
petitive,” states Bernard. “Much of what we
sell at present was already available five
years ago and if the units do not innovate, the
shop in Madras will be finished in one year.
New products, new lines, new designs are a
must. Many units in Auroville complain
about their products being copied by people
from the village, and offered at far lower
prices in village shops. But this competition
is only possible because they lean back to
enjoy the fruits of their past creations! Where
is the bold jump “towards the future realisa-
tions” mentioned in Auroville’s Charter?”

Change of mentality

Marianne adds: “And the units must
upgrade their production. Many products are
often not available. Only a few units have a
good production potential and can supply on
time. But quite a few unit executives make
only a small turnover and do not expand. Are
they only interested in securing their own
livelihood, without much regard for con-
tributing to the development of Auroville?
That is really frustrating.” Bernard and
Marianne point to the need for a change of
mentality. Wolf feels the same need: “One of
the problems is that Aurovilians are very
individualistic, and as a consequence, that
many units are working in competition and
not in harmony. But this cannot continue. We
have to learn to be a bit more broadminded,
to exceed the “small shop mentality” which
loves to carp and criticise; we have to active-
ly seek for harmony instead. There is a
tremendous creative and business potential in
Auroville. Working together will release
much energy, and we should stimulate this in
the understanding and appreciation that peo-
ple are different. The future “Auroville
Bhavan” must be a collective endeavour.”

Based on interviews by Carel
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