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Auroville's Greenbelt under threat!

An earthmover clears yet another two acres for more private

development.

Dealing with conflict

Adults and children learn about conflict resolution
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Striving for social empowerment

Have you ever felt like
giving someone you know
something they need,

anonymously?
page 8
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A section of Self-Help Group members in the Women’s Seminar at the Auroville Village Action building, Irumbai.

For almost 30 years, Auroville Village
Action has been working in the surround-
ing villages, focusing on empowering
men and women and on promoting the
social, economic, psychological and envi-
ronmental transformation of the villages.

66

uroville’s Village Action
(AVAG) works through
Self-Help Groups (SHGs),”
says Anbu, who, together
with Moris, is directing
AVAG’s activities. “They have become a vital and
integral part its work. Our programmes are only
effective because of their cooperation.” The figures
confirm her statement. Since 1995, when the first
Women’s Self-Help Group was formed, the num-
ber of SHGs has expanded steadily. Today, AVAG
works with 3,726 women organised in 197
Women SHGs, and with 701 men in 42 Men
SHGs. They cover 80 villages and dalit hamlets
with a combined population of 90,000 people.

The SHGs are organized into two federations.
In 2000, the Women’s SHG Federation was
formed, followed by a Men’s SHG Federation in
2007. “The Federations share responsibility for
collective decision-making and give us feedback
and suggestions on the planning and implementa-

tion of our programmes. We have developed a
symbiotic relationship with guidance and advice
freely exchanged, even though we maintain a for-
mal oversight over the federations,” says Anbu.
“Their formation marks a crucial step in handing
over responsibility and decision-making to the
local beneficiaries of AVAG’s programs. The
Federations have become another key factor in the
successful performance of the programmes of
AVAG.”

‘What are these programmes? “We categorise
them into four main groups,” says Moris. “These
are community development, economic develop-
ment, capacity building and psychosocial services.
All programmes correspond to the direct needs of
our target population.”

Community Development

“We work on a number of community issues,”
says Anbu. “One of the most important projects is
to bring together women and men and groups from
different castes.” The purpose is to try and rectify
prejudices that are endemic to India, such as fear of
Dalits (formerly ‘Untouchables’) and other
‘Scheduled Castes’, as well as India’s particular
forms of gender discrimination. Participants learn
to see each other as unique human beings. “These
programmes have led members from different
groups to form friendships. Some villages have
developed inter-community relationships and

groups got inspired by hearing of another group’s
projects and activities,”

Another project is encouraging people to take
collective responsibility for improving and main-
taining their village infrastructure. AVAG orga-
nizes one-day work camps for doing small pro-
jects, such as removing trash on the roadside or
fencing a children’s play area. It also does micro-
projects that may take a week to complete.
“AVAG’s Micro-Project and Work Camp pro-
gramme has attracted the attention of neighbouring
NGOs who want to copy the model,” says Anbu.

A third activity is the health, eye, veterinary
and awareness camps that are carried out in the vil-
lages. AVAG facilitates the contacts with hospi-
tals, NGOs, and government departments who
send people to the villages to treat people and con-
duct awareness camps on social issues.

Lastly, AVAG helps the villages to get access
to government resources and schemes, such as the
Life Insurance Corporation, scholarship pro-
grammes, and toilet and housing schemes.

Economic Development

The economic development programme com-
prises three components: the Micro-Finance
Programme [see accompanying article], the
Livelihood Training programme and the Social
Enterprise Creation.

continued on page 4

Auroville
Village Action
needs help!

The VEAVR, the sister organisation of
Auroville International Germany, which
has been set-up to help the development of
Tamil villages around Auroville, wants a 1
crore expansion of the microfinance
corpus fund used by the Auroville Village
Action Group. Can you help?

mongst the most successful pro-

jects of Auroville Village Action

(AVAG) are the micro-credits,

given from its corpus fund. This

has proven to be an excellent way
to improve the lives of the rural poor,” says Anbu.
“AVAG has also been stimulating the Self-Help
Groups to start their own micro-financing activi-
ties,” says Anbu. “The members club together
their savings and jointly take all decisions, such as
the interest to be paid on deposits, which member
to give loans to and what the conditions for loan
repayment are.”

Loans are offered for repayment of extortive
loans given by village money lenders (often at
90% interest per year!), for business develop-
ment, agriculture, education, housing, family
functions, and health. The annual interest rate is
between 12 — 18% which is comparable to current
bank lending rates. While the members control
repayment, the accounts of each micro-financing
unit are done by AVAG.

A SHG member can either borrow from the
SHG’s fund or get a loan from AVAG by submit-
ting an application through his/her SHG to
AVAG. These requests must be processed and
approved by the Federation before they can be
sanctioned by AVAG.

AVAG also helps SHGs to get financial assis-
tance from various government schemes, such as
for installing toilets and creating housing, or helps
SHGs to obtain loans from banks.

That the micro-financing activities are suc-
cessful is proven by the figures, Up to March
2011, the total amount saved by the SHGs was
over Rs 20 million. With additional loans from
banks, in the financial year 2010-2011 over Rs 55
million was circulating among the groups as
loans. Monitoring is done by AVAG, which
keeps track of all the financial transactions of the
SHGs. With the help of this monitoring, the
microfinance activities have been very successful,
with a loan repayment rate of a virtual 100%: only
two people have defaulted over the past15 years.

But there is a pressure to increase the number
of SHGs and there is an increasing demand for
more credit from existing SHGs. AVAG is not
able to comply as all its available funds have been
loaned out; banks too cannot help as they are
limited in the amount they can lend to a SHG.
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GREENBELT

The Greenbelt under th

he children laugh in Johnny’s school,

hidden in the shade of Fertile Forest.

They play in lush green landscapes,

surrounded by indigenous flora and

fauna. The plants and animals are
finally returning after decades of careful green-
work implemented by some of Auroville’s earli-
est pioneers. This is unending education, a youth
that never ages.

Half a kilometer away, an earthmover claws
at the stumps of recently burned trees, clearing yet
another two acres for private development. Fertile
Forest —already home to a spa, a politician’s holi-
day “farm house”, and an eight acre “eco”-resort
— will soon add a hotel and bus shed to its local
landmarks. This is the future.

Standing at the intersection of Johnny’s cycle
path and the peramboke road running past Dana,
one becomes acutely aware of the devastation the
area faces. Workers employed by the owner of the
temple lands leveled one corner of the temple
land, rerouting the Auroville cycle path in the
process. A wide clearing through the same plot of
temple land provides access to a dormitory of cor-
rugated metal sheets, illuminated in the darkness
by the kerosene lanterns of out-of-state workers.
They are here to build a hotel. A narrow sliver of
Auroville-owned forest separates the hotel plot
from a larger clearing, again made accessible
through temple land. This private property will
become a bus shed for the half-dozen buses used
to shuttle students to the nearby college (also built
in the greenbelt) every day.

The largest contiguous portion of the 148
acres of temple land controlled by the Mailam
Swami connects eight different Auroville com-
munities: Fertile, Fertile East, Aurogreen, Two
Banyans, Udumbu, Samriddhi, Meadow and
Dana. In the July Forest Group meeting, stewards
commented on the use of this temple land; of its
value as place to walk, cycle, ride horses; and of
the danger of it being cleared — especially to give
access to the surrounding private lands.

“If development happens within that swami
tope area, then the connectivity of those pieces of
Auroville land is lost, and even more develop-
ment will come. That’ll just spoil the whole
atmosphere,” Paul Blanchflower explains. “So
many people want to buy land on the edge of
Auroville because it’s now such an attractive
place, and now we also have development
inside.”

He’s right. Across town, 68 acres of land for
real estate have been developed within the outer
boundaries of Auroville’s gazetted Master Plan.
A private owner cleared his plot near Silence and
promises to develop a metal-plating factory. Near

A new hotel in the Greenbelt

the Visitor’s Center, a giant billboard with a shiny
Matrimandir in the background heralds the sale of
plotted land to anyone interested in living near
Auroville.

Given the rapid growth of India, the increased
development is hardly surprising. But a Greenbelt
riddled with development would be a significant
loss for the community.

More than land and atmosphere

According to the Auroville Master Plan, pub-
lished by the Indian Government in Delhi in
2001, the City is to be surrounded by a Greenbelt
that would house innovative experiments in
afforestation, land development, water conserva-
tion/aquifer recharge, rainwater harvesting, build-
ing technology, community participation and
energy, among other areas. The Greenbelt would
serve as “an important environmental safeguard”
and “is an integral part of Auroville’s develop-
ment and its proper use is crucial to fully achieve
the objectives of Auroville.”
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An earthmover clears the forest for a new development.

The Greenbelt also serves as a site for organ-
ic farming. The Auroville Farm Group envisions
a community that has easy access to affordable,
sustainably-grown organic produce. For this
vision to manifest, Auroville requires either part-
nerships with organic farmers in the bioregion or
large contiguous areas of Aurovilian-owned land.
“If you have a farm far away, you’re going to be
surrounded by pesticides; if you have a farm in
the Greenbelt surrounded by non-Auroville land,
you’ll be surrounded by pesticides,” explains
Gilles Guigan, a member of the newly created
Town Development Council (TDC) and the Land
Coordination Committee. “If you want to do
organic farming you have to consolidate the land;
it’s absolutely obvious.”

The buffer provided by the Greenbelt is also
crucial to protecting Auroville’s core mission.
“There are important historical reasons for the
Greenbelt,” explains Cristo Mabilat, a member of
TDC and the Green Group. “Auroville is an inten-
tional community. If you have neighbours who live
in ways that are so contradictory to the way of life

you try to manifest in Auroville, then this is certain-
ly going to create endless conflict. We need a
buffer; we need some protection from the outside
world.”

At the same time, as Toine van Megen points
out, “It’s not just a Greenbelt for Auroville; it’s a
green zone for the whole region.”

To Buy or Not To Buy?

In the face of rising land prices and the rapid
growth of surrounding India, it’s hard to under-
stand why Auroville didn’t buy all the land
decades ago.

Cristo offers one version of history: “A deci-
sion was taken by a group of people in 1990 to con-
centrate only or mainly on purchasing land in the
city.” He pauses to gaze out of the window, soaking
in the urban forests in the distance. “Charlie from
Aurogreen sent a letter saying this was the most
short-sighted decision ever because it was by buy-
ing the land in the Greenbelt that we would protect
the city. And today he has been proven right.”

But Gilles, sitting across the table, offers
another perspective. “Why should one thousand
people own so much land in India?” he wonders.
“We have difficulty holding the land we have
today, and it would have been even more difficult
to hold more land then.

“The problem is that the Auroville population
has not yet come,” Gilles adds. “It has been the
same story from the beginning. If you ask for
money for land, people outside will ask, is
Auroville happening? Is Auroville a big circus, or
is it the place where there will be a big change of
consciousness?” He shifts in his chair, visibly frus-
trated. “And what do you see if you come to
Auroville? You see the tea shops and such where
the tourists are hanging out.”

Given the financial crunch facing Auroville at
the moment, finding more funds for the farmers
and foresters, or for buying land in the Greenbelt,
or for fighting development seems unlikely and —
according to some — unnecessary. “Let us be clear,
the project here is a city,” Gilles says. “Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother did extraordinary work
in the middle of a colonial township,
Pondicherry. So it can be done; it’s
not a big deal.”

In fact, Greenbelt or no
Greenbelt, Auroville already has an
unusually green future planned.
Flashing the maps in Auroville’s
Master Plan, Toine explains the ratio
of green space to developed land.
“Even if we could only realize half
the Greenbelt, the ratio of city to
green — of built-up to not built-up —
is something like one to four. I can’t
think of another city in the world
that has that ratio.”

In the meantime, the Land
Coordination Committee continues
to buy land in the Greenbelt when it
becomes available at a reasonable
price. The focus, however, remains
largely on obtaining ownership of the city area and
of nearby Greenbelt lands. “After that there is the
question of land usage; it has to remain green.
Whether it’s owned by Auroville or not doesn’t
matter,” Gilles suggests.

In fact, many groups are exploring ways to
keep the Greenbelt green even if Auroville does
not own the land. In this context, the Town
Development Council, composed of people from
the former I’Avenir d’Auroville, the Working
Committee and the Governing Board, may have an
important role to play. “This is one more step in the
protection of our area,” explains Gilles.

To protect the Greenbelt, Auroville’s TDC in
collaboration with the Green Group is immediate-
ly moving to create a realistic land use plan for
Auroville and to identify byelaws for the
Greenbelt. The TDC and the Green Group have
invited urban planner David Stein and landscape
architect Achva Benzinberg, both of whom love
and want to protect Auroville, to assist them in this.

Yet while TDC and others explore legal protec-

tion, the number of plots in the process of develop-
ment continues to grow. “As time goes by, more and
more land is lost or gets developed and the problems
get more and more intricate,” says Paul. For Paul
and many others, the solution is exchanging outly-
ing Aurovilian-owned lands outside the Master plan
area for privately-owned plots inside that would
consolidate larger pieces of Auroville land.
“Exchange is the only tool. It’s not an easy tool, but
it’s the only tool,” he says. “All the significant
pieces of land we’ve got since July 2005, when the

former Secretary Mr. Sharma left, have come

through exchange.”

Land exchange in Auroville has been a heated
debate for many years. The recent exchanges of
Auroannam and Service Farm, both still in
process, have fostered strong resentment in the
hearts of many — especially some Farm Group
members. “Land that has been cared for by
Aurovilians has a special energy and it is good that
this land extends beyond the boundaries of the
magic circle, the Master Plan as set out on the
map,” explains Priya Vincent, a farmer.

The Future is ours to shape

“The real thing we need to do is manifest
Auroville’s ideals. This is the only way,” Gilles
insists. “There is an occult protection, an occult
help if we manifest these ideals.”

Occult Protection. Exchange. Policies.
Partnerships. Purchase. The ideas for protecting
the Greenbelt are many; the action is often too lit-
tle, and too uncoordinated. “People have to do
what they feel they can do. The danger is you feel
someone else is doing something so you don’t
feel you have to do something,” says Paul. “The
only way to engage people is to get them
involved. The Greenbelt Protection Squad is a
good start.”

The Greenbelt Protection Squad is a growing
group of more than a dozen “ordinary
Aurovilians” with an interest in saving the
Greenbelt from undesired development.
Organized by the Green Group, the project aims
at creating a grassroots movement that collects
important information, raises awareness, supports
the Town Hall groups in working to protect the
Greenbelt, and ultimately fundraises for a variety
of purposes.

“Since I've been living here in Adventure, I
have seen around me the progressive destruction
of this area of Greenbelt. Now Adventure is a
green island in a sea of new developments and of
village housing,” groans Manohar, a member of
the Squad, after its first gathering. “T am so happy
to see new enthusiasm in facing this challenge,
which for me is one of the most important in
Auroville.”

Paul laughs. “That’s the whole point of
Auroville! It’s not what we’ve done; it’s what we
can do.”

And we can save the Greenbelt. As long as
we believe it. As long as we want to. As long as
we put our energy into it.

Catherine




“Be true - not violent”

A pilot project ‘Be true, — not violent’, aiming at
teaching children awareness of patterns of violence-
and how to deal creatively with them, is being
introduced in three Auroville schools.

book called “Be True —

Not  Violent” has

recently been intro-

duced to Auroville. It

was compiled by two
women, Rita Erben and Astrid
Kummer, to teach children, youth
and adults around the world how to
solve their conflicts peacefully. The
book is intended for schools and
social institutions and can be used to
teach children as young as the age of
SiX.

Work on the book started during
the ceasefire in the north of Sri
Lanka in 2004. At that time, the idea
was to write a Peace Handbook for
Tamil children in Sri Lanka. During
the 20 years of war in Sri Lanka,
these children had never known any-
thing other than violence. Because
the ceasefire failed and war broke out
again, work on the book had to be
stopped and all the international

BE TRUE
NOT VIOLENT

NGOs had to leave the country. In
2008 the forgotten manuscript was
revived and completed with the help
of an international team and the
international Federation Terre des
Hommes. It was decided at that time
that the book should not only be writ-
ten for Tamil children, but also for
children and adults of all nationali-
ties.

“Be True — Not Violent” has
since been translated into six lan-
guages (English, French, German,
Portuguese, Spanish and Tamil) and
translation into other languages is
under way. The book is structured so
that it can be used for children living
in trouble spots, in developing coun-
tries, and also in Western countries.

The book is divided into three
different parts.

Part One contains the theoretical
basis for the work, written for adults,
parents and teachers. It provides an
understanding of how conflict and
violence evolves and how it can be
solved. It encourages the reader to
reflect on their feelings and percep-
tions of conflicts as well as on their
own conflict behaviour. One of the
chapters deals with the UN
Convention on the Rights of
Children, gender equality and, final-
ly, with the most important thing in
life: true friendship and love.

Four different categories of vio-
lence are defined: physical violence,
psychological violence, verbal vio-
lence and violence against things. It is
explained that violence is the expres-
sion of an underlying sentiment or
frustration; this can be anything from
anger, disappointment, fear, helpless-
ness to a lack of attention. In order to

prevent and transform violence, the
root-cause has to be discovered, then
methods have to be employed so that
the children can express their feel-
ings safely.

Part Two demonstrates how to
teach this information to children. It
provides the material for 33 group
sessions. With the help of different
games, the children learn how to rec-
ognize their feelings and to express
them in a healthy and positive man-
ner. In this way, they become sensi-
tized to their limits and boundaries
and learn to think about the feelings
of others. The group sessions with
the children are nearly always done

CONFLICT RESOLUTION

Rita Erben presents her project to the children of Udavi school

in the same way as children love
structure which helps them to feel
safe.

Every lesson begins with a game
to bring the group together and get
playfully into the session. There are a
large variety like movement games,
trust games, role plays and theatre as
well as games for the senses. The
topic of each lesson is introduced
with a story and then there is activity
or role play in groups, reflecting
actively on the story. Every session
concludes with breathing exercises
and relaxation to slow things down
and bring the children back into the
present.

;

Part three is a beautifully illustrat-
ed comic-style book by Auroville’s
Emanuele that takes the child through
“The Adventures of Papui, Draggy
and Something Else.” Through
numerous colourful illustrations, the
three friends fly around the world and
contribute to peace on earth.

The pilot project of “Be True —
Not Violent” is now being tried out in
three Auroville Schools — Udavi,
New Creation and Transition — as
well as in schools in Peru,
Mozambique, Haiti and Columbia.

“We want the book to be
Auroville’s gift to the world,” say its
creators. Dianna

Dealing with conflict in Restorative Circles

"...IWe start] from the premise that conflict is natural, normal, and recurrent in community life. When conflict occurs, it doesn’'t mean anyone has
failed. In fact, we need both community and conflict to reach our full potential as human beings. Much as we value individual choice, we are
formed in community and work out the ramifications of our individuality in relation to others. And though we may resent it when our preferences,

practices, or beliefs are challenged, we would never grow without conflict.” Ron Kraybill & Evelyn Wright

n July 13th at the Town Hall a pre-

sentation on the principles and prac-

tice of Restorative Circles was

offered by L’aura and Jason, fol-

lowed by a question and answer ses-
sion. Over the years they have been excited about
living nonviolence and learning about processes
that help communities create cooperation and har-
mony. So last November they attended a
Restorative Circles workshop in the US, and spend-
ing time with Dominic Barter, the founder of the
process, was rich and rewarding. They returned
both moved and impressed, and are now motivated
to share the practice with Auroville and interested
people in India. A group of Aurovilians is meeting
weekly to practice the skills with the possible inten-
tion of one day creating a restorative justice system
in Auroville.

‘When Dominic moved to Rio de Janeiro 17
years ago after falling in love with a Brazilian, he
had no background in handling conflict. He found
himself moved by the imbalance of power between
those who lived in the slums and those who didn’t,
and he began to talk to people. He noticed they fre-
quently wanted to discuss the conflicts in their lives,
and expressed that they felt disempowered and
unable to handle them. So for the past 15 years,
Dominic has been working with Brazilians to devel-
op this process, so that they could trust their com-
munities to handle their conflicts without needing
outside authorities to intervene. At first he thought
of himself in the field of ‘conflict resolution,’ but he
has come to realize that conflict is part of coexis-
tence and that, rather than trying to fix conflicts, he
wants to encourage them to fully blossom. For this,
Dominic refers to creating dedicated ‘fight rooms’
so that everybody involved can take responsibility
for finding the roots of the conflict and empower
themselves to create solutions.

Also, the way most people perceive conflict is
overly simplistic: one victim and one offender.
Many people may be affected by a conflict and

—

many of them may be experiencing themselves in a
state of “victimhood’ — that is, the power to affect
their wellbeing is out of their reach. In a Restorative
Circle, all the parties participating in the process get
a chance to express themselves and be heard not just
for the words they speak but for the meaning they
want registered. It’s not about who’s right or wrong
— it’s about understanding how people feel now
about what happened and what their motivations
were when they chose to act. Ultimately, it’s the
recognition of a shared humanity. From that foun-
dation, the Circle can try to find a way forward
which serves everybody.

So, how does it work?

A Restorative Circle brings together the three
parties in a conflict — those who have acted, those

Jason and L'aura

directly impacted, and the wider community —
within a specific context to dialogue as equals. The
first step is for a person experiencing conflict to
contact a facilitator, The facilitator then holds a
Pre-Circle with that person to identify the act in
question and to understand how the person feels
about it now. The facilitator then makes sure that
the person understands the Circle process and asks
if he or she wants to go ahead. If yes, the facilitator
asks who else needs to be present in the Circle. He
or she then proceeds to have Pre-Circles with all of
the other parties, and invites them to describe the
conflict and how it impacted them, and asks them
who they think should participate in the Circle.
Finally, the facilitator invites everybody to the
Restorative Circle, where they get the chance to

share how they feel about the conflict. From here,
the focus of the dialogue shifts to understanding
the underlying causes of people’s actions. The
Circle ends when the participants reach a practical,
time-framed action plan which they believe will
start to restore trust and meet the needs of every-
body involved.

A Post-Circle is scheduled after the action
plan’s completion date, and the parties get a chance
to discuss how these actions impacted their wellbe-
ing. If needs have been met they can be celebrated
and if there are still unmet needs, new actions can be
agreed upon. Dominic describes the intended out-
come of the Circle as each participant being more
willing to co-exist with the others than before they
entered the Circle.

During the question and answer session, one of
the participants was inspired to share a story of hope
about handling conflict. While walking in Australia,
he and his wife were witness to a scene of violence
involving an Aboriginal man who ran after them
enraged, threatening violence. His wife turned and
walking directly to the man, took his arms and said:
“When you bleed, it’s red. When I bleed it’s red. Do
we have to hurt each other?” The man replied,
shocked: “Do you really mean that?”” And she said:
“Yes, I really mean that”” He ended his story
sharing: “Arms went down, and he went away, and
we went away.”

We don’t have to be afraid of conflict —it can be
a way of uniting us and helping us to enjoy each
others’ differences.

At the end another person asked, “Due to all the
diversity, pain and history in Auroville, do you
believe it will work here?” L’aura responded, “It
would be foolish of me to promise yes — but, I trust
this process and I'm willing to try.”

For more information on Restorative Circles
visit www.RestorativeCircles.org. For more infor-
mation on initiating a Restorative Circle in
Auroville contact RestorativeAuroville@gmail.com.

Elaine and Alan
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AUROVILLE OUTREACH

Striving for social empowerment

continued from page 1

The Livelihood Trainings teach skills in tailor-
ing and embroidery that can be performed in
between household duties, providing women —
especially those who live in extreme poverty and
those who are dalits or widows — with some
income.

The Social Enterprise Creation Programme is
of a more recent date. Since late 2009, AVAG has
been working on creating social enterprises to pro-
vide livelihood opportunities to women SHG
members and to generate income to support the
work of AVAG. Under the slogan ‘Affordable
Eco technologies for a better future’ an EcoLife
Store has started, where eco-friendly products can
be bought that are suitable for rural communities.
The products include CFL bulbs, activated EM,
low-cost water filters, different kinds of solar
torches and solar lights, crank lights and solar
mobile phone chargers. The EcoLife Store is now
ready for the next phase: training interested SHG
members as retail entrepreneurs to become
EcoLife sales representatives.

Eco Femme, another project, focus on men-
strual hygiene management, a poorly-addressed
area of public health that involves social, cultural,
economic, environmental, health and gender
issues. “Eco Femme is AVAG’s attempt to pro-

sample of Eco-Femme pads

duce a cloth menstrual pad which is washable, re-
usable and thus eco-friendly,” explains Kathy
Walkling, an AVAG executive. “So far, three pro-
totype pads have been designed which we found
to be appealing to the women in our area. The
women find the pads attractive and say they gen-
erate a feeling of dignity, unlike the old cloth they
normally use or the disposable pads which are
growing in popularity. They appreciate that there
is no waste and understand that such a product can
save a lot of money. The appeal and acceptability
of this product will now be tested in partnership
with NGOs working with rural and urban margin-
alised women. If the product is found to be
acceptable it will have a huge potential impact.
Women SHG members will be able to stitch these
simple tailored products and in the process gener-
ate a sustainable livelihood.”
In parallel, AVAG is preparing an educational
training programme for NGO staff to expose rural
~women in India to the topic of menstrual hygiene
management. Using stories and group-based activ-
ities, this educational package will deeply explore
the myths and taboos that result in lifestyle restric-
tions and feelings of shame and impurity.

Capacity Bullding

AVAG’s Capacity Building Programme aims
at expanding the social perspectives and technical
abilities of SHG members. “We organise what we
call ‘mixed-gender exposure trips’ in the sur-
rounding regions to foster solidarity and increase
awareness of essential issues,” says Kathy. “On
each of these trips men and women from different
villages get a chance to be together for one full day
and this experience helps them to understand each
other. We also conduct workshops covering sub-
jects such as gender and caste analysis, domestic
violence, environmental awareness; and train peo-
ple to develop leadership skills so that that the
leadership of each SHG can rotate every two
years.”

In so-called ‘cluster meetings’, representatives
from 10 — 15 SHGs meet twice a year to discuss
common issues such as roads, transport, water and
needs relating to other shared infrastructure.
“Cluster meetings are also an opportunity for
members to know women from different clubs and
to advise and suggest strategies for solving prob-
lems that arise within the clubs. These meetings
are another opportunity to foster solidarity among
women beyond their own club,” says Kathy.

Psychosacial Services

According to the report ‘Accidental Deaths
and Suicides in India — 2008, the suicide rate in
Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry is among the highest
in the country. The number of suicides per one
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lakh population (a population of 100,000), was in
2008 46.9 in Puducherry and 21.7 in Tamil Nadu,
against a national average of 10.8. The overall
male : female ratio of suicide victims for the year
2008 was 64:36.

“We became aware that in our area, on aver-
age 6 to 8 SHG members a year had committed
suicide and that around the same number of
women had attempted it,” says Anbu. “This moti-
vated us to look for ways to offer psychosocial
support to the SHG members. We are happy that,
as a result of this and other interventions, in 2009
and 2010 there were no suicides among the SHG
members.”

One of these interventions was the Energy
Healing activity. In 2010, two counsellors from the
USA, trained in Somatic Experiencing, provided
individual sessions and trained interested women.
Traumatized women were also offered individual
sessions. Also a group from Langara College in
Canada offered trainings to staff, Federations and
SHG members in Energy Healing. “We find that
these trainings in self-healing and stress reduction
are a great help in addressing emotional prob-
lems,” says Anbu. “This, together with the coun-
selling we are offering to individuals who have dif-
ficulty in coping with their life situation or who are
victims of human rights abuses, has helped to
reduce the high prevalence of suicide.”

AVAG’s counselling work is increasing in
importance. “Knowing of the possibility to get
counselling, SHG members come to AVAG on
their own or are brought here by other members,”
says Anbu. “Family members and sometimes non-
members of the SHGs also utilize our service.”
Depending upon the case, they are sometimes
helped to contact other organizations.

Another intervention is AVAG mediation
between disputing parties. “We are called upon
to mediate disputes between SHG members,
between husband and wife, employer and
employee, etc.,” says Moris. “In 2010, interest-
ingly three men — two alcoholics — approached
us to settle problems with their wives. It shows
that AVAG is more and more seen as a neutral
organization capable of giving support to people,
irrespective of their gender.”

Alcoholism is one of the biggest threats to the
health of the families and community. It leads to
violence, indebtedness, abuse of women and chil-
dren, stress and trauma. Because of alcoholism,
village communities also lose many potential con-
tributors. And in quite a few cases the families lose
the bread winners.

“We are discussing this issue extensively with
both women and men SHG members as we have
been requested to try and find some way to help,”
says Kathy. “We have made contacts with
Alcoholic Anonymous (AA) members and differ-
ent de-addiction centres. Last year AVAG orga-
nized three seminars for men and women SHG
members with the support of the de-addiction cen-
tre ‘Concern,” based in Chennai. The response
from the members was overwhelming. Both
Federations are now planning to make the reduc-
tion of alcohol- abuse a priority for the next year.
AVAG has meanwhile trained 15 members from
different SHGs in counselling alcoholics and act-
ing as contact persons between the de-addiction
centre in Chennai, AVAG and the village.”

The funding.

The most critical challenge AVAG is facing is
funding. “We lack sufficient funds. In fact, we are
eating into our capital,” says Moris. “At the end of
March 2009, the institutional funding for our
activities ceased and in spite of our efforts we have
not been able to find another donor. Funding is
now a critical priority, not only to continue our
work, but also to be able to expand. We are under
pressure to add 30 Women and 20 Men SHG
groups, which would mean 800 new beneficiaries.
But we don’t have the means.” One way in which
AVAG would be able to enhance its income, he
says, is by enlarging its micro-finance corpus fund
[see accompanying article]. Funding may also
materialise from the Ministry of Rural
Development for the project ‘Sustainable
Enterprises Development for the Auroville
Bioregion.” This project, which aims at providing
livelihood and enterprise possibility for the people
in the bioregion, would also alleviate some of the
financial pressure AVAG has been facing in the
last few years. But the approval for this project is
still pending.

“We are constrained, but we are confident that
the funds will be raised for us to continue our
work,” says Anbu. “It is important for the villages
and it is a necessary component of the work of
Auroville. Therefore we trust that people will
respond to our call for help.”

In conversation with Carel
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