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ithin the space of one week in March, two
separate seminars were held in Auroville on

the land. One centred on the need to secure

the remaining land that is still required, the

other on evolving a land-use pattern and Master Plan for the land

already acquired. Why this sudden concentration upon land

issues? Because as land prices in the Auroville area continue to
increase, and as the Auroville area becomes a more and more
desirable place to live, there has been a dramatic increase in land
speculation and in unwanted development both within and on
the periphery of Auroville, thereby threatening the integrity of its
3 future development.
The seminars, then, were not only designed to concentrate
Aurovilians’ minds upon the challenges, but also to come up with
practical proposals for dealing with them. In the next pages we

report on the presentations, discussions and proposals generated

by this unique community-wide focus on land issues. el

Towards a land use plan

n 1994, the Development Group pre-

sented a paper for a future Master

Plan that gave details of the four

zones of the city, the crown road and
the radials connecting the zones, and
defined the Green Belt (see AVT #64).
Five years down the road, considerable
development has taken place in the
Residential Zone and sections of the crown
road and a couple of radials have been
established. Simultaneously however,
urban speculators have bought up chunks
of land that lie within Auroville’s Green
Belt. It was this concern about the sale of

land within the Auroville area to outside
developers that led the Development
Group to call a two-day seminar in March
as the “first session of a concerted effort to
draw up a Land Use Plan ... for presenta-
tion to the Governing Board in August.”
“A Land Use Plan,” as defined by Lalit
Bhati, a visiting town planner, (see accom-
panying article) in the introductory session
of the workshop, “is the main part of a
Master Plan that shows how the land is
reserved for specific purposes. The Master
Plan is a document that specifies the zon-
ing, infrastructure, density and other rele-

vant regulations required to achieve a .
planned growth. While the Galaxy Plan
shows zoning, density control and broad
circulation patterns, a complete land use
plan needs to have more details, especially
about the physical infrastructure. A proper
land use plan can be made into a legal doc-
ument as the Auroville Foundation Act
empowers the Residents Assembly to for-
mulate a Master Plan and the Governing
Board to approve the same. Having an
approved land use plan for Auroville, we
could request the authorities concerned to
protect the land for Auroville that has not

(continued on page 2)




(continued from page 1)

yet been bought from speculation and
unwanted development, asking for a Spe-
cial Area Development Authority status.

“The Special Area Development
Authority Status is a recognition by the
Government that a given place has certain
valued characteristics which need to be
preserved from any possible damage. For
instance, the city of Hardwar, which is
sacred to Hindus, has a special status for-
bidding the sale of meat and liquor in the
city. Similarly, there is a possibility for
Auroville to obtain Government protection
on the basis of Auroville’s educational
value (given the fact that Auroville is
meant to be a “living laboratory™), its envi-
ronmental value (given the immense work
Auroville has done in environmental recla-
mation and conservation), or simply under
a new category, given its unique character
as an international township dedicated to
human unity.”

A long discussion ensued on ways to
seek legal protection. Certain inherent
complexities regarding the status of
Auroville were pointed out. For example,
Ashok Chatterjee, a former member of the
Governing Board, observed the catch-22
situation that while Auroville owes its pre-
sent legal status to the Central Government
on the basis of the Auroville Foundation
Act passed by the Indian Parliament, the
land itself is under the jurisdiction of the
Tamil Nadu State Government. To this,
Navroz, a noted environmental activist,
added that “according to the Master Plan
of the Tamil Nadu Government, the land in
and around Auroville is designated as agri-
cultural, which essentially means that it
should not be used for urban develop-
ment.” In the light of these remarks, it was
generally accepted that, along with the
Central Government, the Tamil Nadu
Government should be kept informed
about Auroville’s developmental plans. A
special working group has recently been
formed to pursue this matter and look into

City on the way? Prayath
the possibilities by which legal protection
for the land of Auroville can be obtained.

he status of the villages situated in

I the projected Green Belt area of
Auroville was another important

issue that came up on the first day of the
seminar. So far there has been no clarity
concerning the relationship that Auroville
will have with the villages that lie within
its immediate vicinity, and that have a
combined population of about 10,000 peo-
ple. At the seminar representatives of
diverse groups among others spoke of the
need of cooperation and mutual growth
with the villagers. This is no easy chal-
lenge, given the cultural and economic dif-
ferences between Auroville and the vil-
lages. However, the immense strides that
the community has already taken in pro-
viding employment, health, education and
social benefits to the villagers was pointed
out. Apart from the environmental and
developmental work done by various vil-
lage-related Auroville groups, the commu-
nity of Auroville provides employment to
more than 40% of the working population
of the closest villages. “This in itself,” said
Professor Henk Thomas, Chairman of the
Dutch foundation Stichting de Zaaier and

* Planning the town

An interview with Lalit

Lalit Kishor Bhati is an architect with

a Masters Degree in Urban and Regional
Planning from the Centre for
Environmental Planning & Technology
(CEPT), Ahmedabad. Lalit became
acquainted with Auroville while doing a
case study on its industries and economy
in 1997 in the context of developing the
Master Plan of Sri Mayapur, a temple
town promoted by the International
Society for Krishna Consciousness
(ISKCON) in West Bengal. Intrigued by
the concept of Auroville, Lalit joined the
team at Auroville’s Future for a few
weeks in the capacity of a town planner.
Auroville Today interviewed him about
his work.

AVT: What is entailed in the formu-
lation of a Master Plan?

Lalit: A Master Plan for a proposed
town such as Mayapur or Auroville takes a
lot of planning to ensure that development
takes place in keeping with the aims and
ideals of the town. For the Mayapur town
plan, ISKCON hired a team of six planners

specialised in urban and regional planning,
in environmental planning and housing, as
well as eight architects trained in urban
design. This team was guided by two
senior consultants, who rank among the
best in India in the field of urban planning.
Apart from this there were many other
reputed professional and experienced peo-
ple who helped us in different capacities,
and in different stages of the planning. The
core team worked full-time—and many of
us overtime—for almost two years to pro-
duce the Master Plan of Mayapur.

What do you perceive to be the
biggest challenge in preparing a land-
use plan for Auroville?

If I may be honest, the biggest chal-
lenge is tackling the fear of the people here
in accepting the concept of a city, be it the
Galaxy plan or any other plan. I guess most
Aurovilians hail from big cities in the West
and their image of a city is negative. The
concept of a garden city or a green city is
something that cannot be visualized by
most. It really is a question of communica-
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an invitee at the seminar, “is a salient point
to be taken up with the Government.” In
1984, barely 15 years ago, a Government
official had reported that the land was so
badly eroded that the inhabitants would be
forced to vacate it in the future. Auroville
has successfully reversed this trend and
thus has earned the right, in Henk’s words,
“to ask the Government to secure, in some
way, the land it needs for its development.”

Other issues taken up in the seminar
covered land-use patterns in the Green
Belt, the canyons and other ecologically
sensitive areas, the development of infra-
structure in the city area, access and bypass
roads, and the need to define and protect
areas owned by Auroville outside the city
area such as the beaches, the so-called
“key-hole” areas (tracts of Auroville land
to the East and the West) and the outlying
settlements of Annapurna and Hermitage.
Those knowledgeable in each of these
fields voiced their concerns and plans for
development. For instance, Jaap, as repre-
sentative of the Green Group, spoke about
the need for re-establishing a building code
in the Green Belt, acknowledging that,
now that the forests have been established,
many of those living there have taken up
other activities. The acute need for promot-

La[it PHOTO: CAREL
tion or perhaps even more of semantics. I
feel that half the problem would be solved
if instead of calling it a city, we called
Auroville an eco-village!

It is probably this fear which has
fuelled opposition to town planning in the
community, with the result that people
here have not put in enough effort in this
area. To begin with, Auroville must con-
duct professional surveys and do data com-
pilation in almost all areas, for without a
proper data base, decision-making is
flawed, if not impossible. The preparation
of a master plan is a complex task. It
demands the utmost concentration and
clarity to understand a particular commu-
nity’s vision and goals and to translate

ing sustainable agriculture was also recog-
nized: Jaap pointed out that, taking into
account the varying fertility of the land, the
western part of the Green Belt should be
reserved for agriculture, and the possibility
of establishing farms outside the designat-
ed Green Belt should not be ignored.
Concern was expressed for ecologically
sensitive areas such as the Success canyon
which, given the limitations of funds, were
not a priority in terms of land purchase. On
the topic of access, Jan of the Development
Group pointed out that over 80 trucks and
heavy vehicles passed through Auroville
every day, and spoke of the preliminary
meeting that he had had with the Chief
Town Planner of Pondicherry to identify
suitable bypass roads.

The concluding sessions of the seminar
witnessed the setting up of twelve separate
working groups to examine in detail vari-
ous issues that had come up, such as our
relationship to the local villages, the devel-
opment of our infrastructure etc.
Participants volunteered to serve in one or
of more of these working groups, to seek
the necessary input of other individuals
and the community, and to come up with
proposals that could be incorporated into
the land-use plan. The work of these
groups would be coordinated by the
Development Group, which in two months
would call another seminar to present their
findings to the community. It is hoped that
through this process a preliminary land-use
plan, as well as a plan for a phased devel-
opment of Auroville, could be presented to
the Governing Board in August.

Last but not least, in contrast to earlier
fractious arguments in the community
about the Galaxy town plan, this seminar
was marked by an atmosphere of goodwill
and cooperation. Aurovilians seemed to
finally recognize that they needed to tran-
scend their individual preferences and
work together in order to protect our young
city against the growing threat from specu-
lation and unwanted development.

Bindu

Lalit: “If I may be honest,
the biggest challenge is
tackling the fear of the peo-
ple here in accepting the
concept of a city, be it the
Galaxy plan or any other
plan.

them into real projects in a planned man-
ner.

Some people see planning as a very
rigid and non-creative kind of profession
but this is not true. We should not forget
this: it is a natural extension of people’s
aspiration to live in a community which
gave birth to city planning. Few cities in
which great culture thrived began with a
plan. They developed by a process of
accretion—the growth was irregular in
form, sensitive to changes in the habits of
people, and dynamic in character. They
began as free cities where men settled by
voluntary choice.

Colonial cities founded by great states
were given a pattern predetermined by a
ruling authority. Within these various pat-
terns we find similar social, economic and
political habits and customs. As neither the
presence nor the absence of geometrical
form in cities can be seen to have defini- 2
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tively shaped the society which inhabits
them, Aurovilians, instead of fearing town
planning, should be ready to experiment
with different forms of community living.

The present sustainable approach to
city planning completes a cycle in the his-
tory of urbanization and is a reaction
against recent urbanization patterns which
led to the breakdown of all systems, both
natural and man-made. If we take the
human settlement at Kauhn in Egypt in
3000 BC as the first urban settlement in the
history of mankind, then Auroville as an
mternational and environment-friendly
town—recognized by the Government and
also international bodies like UNESCO—
stands at the apex of 5,000 years in city
building. It is absolutely unique in the

Securing the |

n 14th March, about 55 people
gathered at the Atithi Griha
(Bharat Nivas) guest-house to
explore how to give an even
greater impetus to securing the remaining
land 1‘13: Aurov 1lle needs
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The session concluded with a reminder
that Auroville was a place where the
impossible becomes possible. A “miracle”
happened once before when the pioneers
restored a ravaged landscape. Now it has to
happen again. We have to secure the
remaining land in the next few years, for
otherwise it may be too late.

In the afternoon, the Aurovilians
responsible for fund-raising and for pur-

!
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world and it demands unique solutions.
There is very little expertise in this field of
sustainable urbanization but, if creatively
approached, planning could offer a set of
guidelines for the city to grow and function
in a sustainable manner. For it must exper-
iment with and demonstrate sustainable
solutions to the major problems of the
world, and particularly those encountered
in India.

Population and its relationship to land
is one of these. Auroville has to address the
issues involved with having a larger popu-
lation and not just a tiny neighbourhood of
less than 1500 residents. I know that some
Aurovilians question this projected figure
of 50,000, fearing a high per-capita densi-
ty. But I wish Auroville would try and

accommodate at least this number, which
in terms of cities is actually pretty small.
For, being in India, Auroville should try to
come up with feasible solutions in terms of
urban density to the whole population
problem that is plaguing not just the
nation, but the whole of the South.
It’s worth remembering that Auroville
is a project for humanity and not just for a
small group of individuals. The life span of
a human being is short, but it takes cen-
turies for cities to mature and for meaning-
ful urban environments to be created. We
should understand our role and limitations,
and try our very best to hand this place
over as safely and as beautifully as possi-
ble to future generations of Aurovilians.
Interview by Bindu

and for Auroville

A “miracle” happened once before
when the pioneers restored a ravaged
landscape. Now it has to happen
again. We have to secure the remain-
ing land in the next few years, for
otherwise it may be too late.

chase of the land made presentations.
Among the most important information
conveyed:

= If outlying farmland and the beach com-
munities are included, Auroville owns
about 3,000 acres of land at present.

* In the city area, we still need to acquire
250 acres, or about 20% of the total area.

* In the greenbelt, we still need to acquire
about 75% of the total area. This means
that a total of 2,544 acres need to be pur-
chased in the city and greenbelt areas.

* The priority at present is to acquire 100%
of the city area.

= Over the past six years, 340 acres, or an
average of 56 acres a year, have been pur-
chased for Auroville.

* 88% of the money donated comes from
foreign donations (this includes non-Indian
Aurovilians).

* It is very difficult to get funds from
sources which do not have a close connec-
tion to Auroville.

= Although land prices in India are current-
ly depressed, in this area they are soaring.
Over the past 10 years, land in the
Auroville region has increased in price by
1,150%. At present it increases in value by
about 25% a year.

* In addition to inflation, the other chal-
lenges are speculation and unwanted
development in the Auroville area. It is
estimated that about 20 acres in the city
area have been purchased by speculators.
Unwanted development includes develop-
ment on the road that leads from
Kuilapalayam to the beach and develop-
ment behind Edayanchavadi village and
between the communities of Adventure
and Evergreen.

The groups dealing with land are
responding in two ways to the present
challenges:

1) Exploring the possibilities of legal pro-
tection for the Auroville area to prevent

speculation and outside development.

2) Trying to raise funds to purchase the
remaining land. As the only sure way of
controlling what happens on the land is to
purchase it, and as time is short, the new

_strategy is to approach major potential

donors India and abroad. Approximately
40 crores, or US$ 10 million, is required at
present land rates. A request for this
amount has been made to the Government
of India.

In the ensuing open discussion, a nums=
ber of points were made:
» If we are to appear credible to potential
donors, the community itself must be will-
ing to contribute more towards land pur-
chase. For example, the Central Fund
could set aside a percentage each month
for land purchase, commercial units and
individuals could also tithe regular
amounts.
» It is essential that we improve our rela-
tionship with the villagers. Regular infor-
mational material about Auroville must be
made available to them, for example
through a newsletter, leaflets and videos in
Tamil. A bioregional development office
could be set up to develop a portfolio of
projects. It was also felt that Murugesan’s
suggestion for regular “Auropanchayat”
meetings should be pursued.
» It is also essential to improve our rela-
tionship with local and State-level offi-
cials. Aurovilians should take up responsi-
bility for keeping up a regular contact with
such people, with whom we can be very
open about our plans and ideals.
« It was suggested that each project propos-
al that goes out from Auroville should
include a land purchase component within
it.
= Concern was expressed about Auro-
vilians who own land in the township or
greenbelt area. Apparently the numbers are
small, but it was re-emphasised that for

2.5 km. d:ameter, r'é'pres'ents 1' 227 acres
or 500 hactares
AIready owned hy AV 887 acres _362 ha

Govt. owned Iands
'Vlllages & el

orF 15 hectaresheanb land and 1
acres er 68 hectares far_

Aurovilians to hold private land in the
Auroville area goes completely against our
guidelines and is unacceptable. The situa-
tion of some Tamil Aurovilians whose
families have inherited land in the
Auroville area was noted: it was felt that
this was a rather different situation because
it belonged to their families rather than to
them personally and it was a much-needed
security. Nevertheless it was hoped that
this land would eventually be related to
Auroville

* We all need to help secure the remaining
land, either through making contributions,
through contacting or giving the addresses
of potential donors, through preparing
information materials etc. The present
team is unable to handle the volume of
work involved on their own and urgently
needs assistance.

The workshop closed with an aspira-
tion for a second “land miracle”.
Alan
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“If there is not 2 major societal
shift, humanity will not survive”

Atalk in Auroville by Maurice Strong

Maurice Strong is one of the foremost members of the environmental
movement, having been Secretary-General of two global U.N. environ-
mental conferences—one in Stockholm, the other in Rio—as well as a
member of the U.N. Commission on Environment and Development which
produced the seminal Brundiland Report. At present he is Under
Secretary-General of the United Nations and Special Advisor to the
Secretary-General of the U.N., and has just been appointed President and
Rector of the U.N. University of Peace in Costa Rica.

His association with Auroville dates back to the eatrly '70s when he first vis-
ited the community. More recently, he was briefly a member of the
International Adivsory Council—to be succeeded by his wife, Hanne
Strong—and their Baca community in Colorado has hosted a number of

Aurovilians.

Recently he revisited Auroville after a gap of many years, and spent the
day looking at our environmental work. In the evening he gave a talk, of

which the following are extracts.

‘ ‘ really appreciate being here

today because I've always

Ibeen inspired by the concept

of Auroville. I’ve been able

to see the magnificent progress that

you’ve made here since I last visited, not

only in terms of the physical environ-

ment, but also in the way that you have

managed to resolve in a peaceable man-

ner some of the earlier tensions that beset

you. I feel that the spirit of Auroville has
really taken root.

I'd like to share with you some
insights gleaned from my long involve-
ment with the environmental movement.
The modern environmental movement
had its beginnings in the 1960s when it
became apparent that the industrial civili-
sation, which has produced such tremen-
dous benefits in economic terms also had
some unexpected costs. Most obviously,
these costs took the form of environmen-
tal degradation—the loss of topsoil, the
pollution of air and water, the desecration
of sites of great natural beauty etc. To put
it another way: if you look at Planet Earth
as a corporation, then much of what has
been called ‘wealth creation’ has actually
been the result of our running down our
natural capital. No business which did
this would survive for long!

It was the realisation that this was a
massive global problem which led the
United Nations Assembly to call for an
international meeting on the problem.
This became the Stockholm meeting of
1972, the first world meeting on the envi-
ronment, at which I had the role of
Secretary-General. The star of that con-
ference was Indira Gandhi, for it was she
who made the crucial point that poverty is
the key problem. Unless, she said, the
industrialised countries tackle environ-
mental issues within the broader frame-
work of helping the development of the
emerging nations, those nations would
not be able to participate in environmen-
tal restoration. For only through changes
in our economic life can the environment
be improved. This is why, when I visit
different countries, I always make a point
of meeting their finance ministers and
their leaders of industry and commerce: I
tell them, “You are the real custodians of
the environment. You are the ones who
can make a real difference.”

As I travelled around the world in the

years after Stockholm, I saw that the plan-
et was continuing to deteriorate. Others
agreed, and it was this awareness that led
the U.N. to establish, in the early 1980’s,
a Commisssion on Environment and
Development to examine the challenges
and come up with solutions. The subse-
quent report, which became known as the
Brundtland report after the Chairperson
of the Commission, made it very clear
that we have to take a new and sober look
at what we are doing to the planet. Its
conclusion? Civilisation could not sur-
vive long into the next century unless we
change to the pathway of sustainable
development.

It was on the basis of this report that
the U.N. decided to convene another
global conference, twenty years after
Stockholm, but this time linking environ-
ment and development. It was an amazing
experience. Rio brought together more
world leaders than had ever met together
in one place before, as well as a host of
NGO’s and peoples’ movements. And
there were some solid achievements. For
example, we agreed upon a Rio
Declaration which moved far beyond
Stockholm in setting out the basic princi-
ples which should guide peoples and
nations in their relationship to the envi-
ronment, and we agreed a programme of
action for the 21st century, which became
known as Agenda 21. It wasn’t perfect—
when every single word has to be negoti-
ated by 179 countries there are bound to
be dilutions and compromises—but it
remains the most comprehensive pro-
gramme of action for the future that the
human community has ever agreed upon.
And the fact that it was agreed upon by all
the governments of the world gave it a
unique degree of political authority.

Now great global conferences do not
solve global problems: they do, however,
provide a basis for mobilising public
awareness and energising the political
process. So what has happened since?
Too little. A few countries, notably Cuba
and Costa Rica, have made a national
commitment to following a path of sus-
tainable development and, more impor-
tantly, at the local level NGO’s and citi-
zens’ groups from all over the world are
working on the same lines. Over 2,000
local authorities have adopted local ver-
sions of Agenda 21 involving, in the

It’s important to realise that change will not come from the top. It has to
come from a massive people’s movement which understands and acts
upon the realisation that we are the first generation in the history of the
earth which holds the power to determine the future of our species.”

process, entire communities in the quest
for a qualitatively better lifestyle. You in
Auroville are doing something similar;
you are planting trees, using renewable
energy and experimenting in community
building, and this makes you one of the
great models for the future.

Yet, on the global scale, too little has
been done. I often think, in fact, that when
future historians come to write about our
era they will look upon it as an era of
sophisticated savagery. We have perpe-
trated the worst crimes in human history,
we have used technology to create
weapons of mass destruction, and we
have built the greatest economy the world
has ever seen at the cost of destroying our
natural resource base. What’s gone
wrong? I think it’s important to realise
that there have been many periods in his-
tory when the economy was of secondary
importance. In the Renaissance, for
example, it was seen merely as the means
to sustain a rich artistic and cultural life.
Today, however, we have made it the
centre of our lives, the prime motivation-
al factor which drives the development of
society. Yet economic development
which destroys the environmental base
upon which human development
depends, which exacerbates poverty and
the gap between the rich and the poor,
cannot be called true development.

What can we do about this serious
imbalance? We have to change the pre-
sent system. For example, a recent study
showed that governments at present
spend 700 billion dollars a year on subsi-
dising activities which are wasteful or
which destroy the environment. Just con-
verting this to providing incentives for

positive environmental behaviour would
already make an immense amount of dif-
ference.

It’s important to realise, however, that
change will not come from the top. It has
to come from a massive people’s move-
ment, a movement which understands and
acts upon the realisation that we are the
first generation in the history of the earth
which holds the power to determine the
future of our species. It is such a move-
ment which we are trying to mobilise
through the Earth Charter campaign of
the Earth Council, of which I am chair-
man. The Earth Charter (see below) is a
kind of Magna Carta for the earth: a state-
ment of ethical and moral principles to
guide the behaviour of individuals and
nations in their relationship to the envi-
ronment and to each other.

For, ultimately, the way we act is
based upon what motivates us. I do not
think humanity can survive much longer
if there is not a civilisational change, a
major societal shift, which makes our
higher motivations—our ethical, moral
and spiritual motivations—and not our
economic preoccupations the centre of
our lives, the prime driving force behind
our economic and political systems.

This is what you are doing in
Auroville. This, on a smaller scale, is
what Hanne and I are attempting in the
Baca experiment in Colorado. For human
unity and respect for the environment will
never be realised on a global scale until it
is realised first on the scale of individuals
and communities. This is why [ commend
your efforts and why I am so happy to be
here, where I feel [ am with kindred spir-
its. Edited by Alan
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