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People helped through Upasana’s social and environmental business programmes: clockwise from left: a silic weaver at his loom in a village near Varanasi; winding silk yarn on the traditional

o,

charicha; a woman from a local village stiches a ‘'Small Steps’ bag; girls from Varanasi making handmade buttons; a young doll-maker from a fishing village shows off her creations.

The changing face of Upasana

On Octaber 1st, 2008, Upasana turned eleven. What started as a garment design studio
~_evolved into a company that promotes socially and environmentally conscious business.

y all accounts Uma, the 39-vear old

executive is passionate: about her

being in Auroville, about her dedica-

tion o the Divine, and about her

wark, done in the spirit of karma
yoga. Her drive in 1997 started the fashion studio
Upasaria which provided Aurovilians and others
with tailor-made parments using traditional tex-
tiles. Years later her fire launched Tsumamika; cre-
ated a gift economy; started an all-India project
against plastic pollution; brought Varanasi weavers
back to their handlnoms: and helped catton farmers
in Tamil Nadu go organic.

Uma is not shy, but takes time to reflect on
my questions. “Going within has become a
habit,” she explains. and adds, a bit mischievous-
ly, that many people in Auroville work-out - but
that she would rather prefer it if more would
‘work-in’. The changes in Upasana, it appears,
have all happened after such ‘work-ins” — inner
explurations done aller extensive group consulla-
tions. “At Upasana we never try to take decisions
impulsively,” she says. '

The fashion years

Like all Auroville’s units, Upasana started
with plenty of good ideas and little money to sup-
port them, Back in 1997, the purpose was to setup
a unit to present [ndia to Auroville through its tex-
tiles. This fitted with Uma’s background as a grad-
uate of the National Institute of Fashion
Technology. This objective was quickly achieved.
Aurovilians and outsiders came to apprecizte the
personal design touch offered by Upasana and the
budding company flourished. After over ten years
of existence, employing around 40 people and hav-
ing an annual rnover of slightly more than a crore
rupees, Upasana could afford to pull down the rus-
tic feer-roofed offices that had it had used for so
long and move into beautiful new buildings.

But by the beginning of 2004, Uma had lost
interest. “I had a strong feeling that | was done with
fashion,” she recalls, “But when I told niy friends,
they freaked out. They protested that T would no
longer be making their clothes; they could not
accept that I was changing. All-in-all, the respons-
« Child protection in the
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¢s were rather nasty. [ lest a couple of friends
because of this.”

The other option wasn’t exactly waiting
around the corner. The change came gradually,
brought about by many events. “It was a strenuaus
vear.” says Uma. “Somebody had bumt down our
keet house and my partner Manoj and I lost most of
our possessions. | was a member of the Working
Committee, which is a very challenging joh, partic-
ularly if you don’t have a roof over your head.
Going through all that massive amount of extra
work almaost hroke me.”

The turning-point came shortly after December
26, 2004, when the (sunami hit. Like many
Aurovilians; Uma and other members of Upasana
visited the fsunami victims. “We wanted to do
something for those who had lost so much. We
wanted to help them regain their self-confidence,”
she says. The Upasana team came up with the idea
of letting the fisherwomen make small dolls out of
waste [ubriv [rom Upasana’s garment production —
a doll that had been created in 2002 by one of
Upasema intemns, Prema Viswanathan, This her-
alded the birth of Tsunamika — a symbol of hope
and rejuvenation.

Tsunamika dolls

‘The fisherwomen, about 200 initially, took to
the idea enthusiastically. Then they asked ‘amma,
can we make some money out il this?” “We
couldn’t immediately answer,” recalls Uma. “We
asked them how much money they were thinking
of. ‘Rs 1,000 a month” was the humble answer.
We thought that if 200 ladies can nurture a modest
dream of Rs 1,000 a month, we should find the
means to manifest that! Uor Tsunamika had been
created as a symbol of hope.
¢ The canyons of Auroville
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“But we had
no idea where the
money would
come from. We
wrote a project for
Auroville’s Tsunami Relief organisation. We also
decided to help the fisherwomen from our own
resources 1f we would not find an external donor.
At worst, we would have lost Rs 24 lakhs that
vear.” Was it reckless? “Yes, from a conservative
angle, it certainly wus, Bul we were inspired,”
says Lima.

The donor was found. Concern Worldwide
responded positively and funded the project.
However, within a vear, Tsunamika had become
self-sustaining.

The gift economy

“Money.” says Uma, “had heen an 1ssue in
Upasana for a long time. During the first four
vears of Upasana’s existence, we often agonised
over where the sambalam (salanics) would come
from. One day, | complained to The Mother that
it was not worthwhile to run a business for the
sole purpose of making money Lo survive or to
help Auroville grow. Not that we weren’t happy
making donations to
Auroville we
always gave what we
could based on an
internal feeling and
we always gave more
than the regulation
33% of the profits’ —
but we felt it couldn’t
be the prime motiva-
tion of Upasana. We
were looking for
something else.”

The answer came
when the Upasana
team started to con-
template whal o do
with all the
Tsunamikas. Did they
have a commercial
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Uma with the Tsunamika family.

value? Should they have a commercial value?
“The decision to distribute Tsunamika free came
in an inspired moment,” says Uma. “I had given
the doll to a custamer, telling her that her name
was Tsunamika, and that it was made by the sur-
vivors of the tsunami. The lady held it to her heart,
and | saw that she was crying, saying that it was
so beautiful. I shared it with Manoj, my partner.
Wext day we had a strategy meeting. We had been
caleulating like crazy what we could sell the doll
for — and in the middle of all that mental arith-
metic. Manoj suggested that it should be given for
free, but thal we would suggest to the recipients
that they could make a donation if they felt like. It
was a very intense moment — the project coordina-
tor said that she refused to be further involved
with the project if we would lake such potentially
self-destructive action. But it was such a powerful
moment that it overtook all objective reasoning.
The gift economy was born.”

continted on page 2

Manoj and Uma
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SOCIALLY- AND ENVIRONMENTALLY-CONSCIOUS BUSINESS

The changing face of Upasana

continued from page 1

Today, four years after the tsunami, Tsunamika
continues to thrive with a production of about
30,000 dolls a month. The gift economy has proven
to be successful, and the income of the fisher-
women has increased. Was there ever a tendency to
commercialise? Uma grins. “At the request of a
client in Delhi, we thought about commercialising
Tsunamika, But my team and especially Manoj
reacted in horror at the idea of actually selling any
of them! And that was the end of it.”

The Small Steps project

The Small Steps foldable cloth bag.

If Tsunamika was a socially-responsible
venture into the unknown, the ‘Small Steps
Project” was environmentally-motivated. “We
became increasingly concerned about the pollu-
tion from plastic bags,” says Uma. “Every shop
offers you a plastic carrier bag which is thrown
away after one use and then litters the road-
sides. It is a problem all over India. On Earth
Day 2006 we launched the foldable cloth bag, a
‘small step’ to address the problem. At the
same time we began a campaign to handle plas-
tic consciously.” The project also creates 200
jobs for the women from the villages, and
the number is growing every month.

The ‘gift economy’ concept also served
as the basis of the Small Steps project. Says
Uma, “Money is not the issue. The issue is
about creating awareness about the environ-
ment and it is about seeing our connection
with the greater whole”. Upasana gives the
bags for free to school children and to those
who ask for it.

Not everybody in Upasana was happy
with these changes. Their chartered accoun-
tant, for example, asked one day if Upasana
was doing business or was becoming an NGO.
For the approach had shifted completely.
“That year,” says Uma, “we went through a
massive crisis, not knowing if we would break
even or break down. But the socially- and
environmentally-responsibility chapters that
had opened before us were so engrossing that
we simply couldn’t stop.”

Small Steps is now gradually reaching
out — the Environment Minister of the
Government of New Delhi recently invited
Upasana to discuss the modalities of producing
the bags in New Delhi.

_The coming of Bestseller

Tsunamika got an unexpected boost when it
became part of the 2006 New Year’s gift for the
13,000 employees of the Danish company
Bestseller. This multinational fashion retailer has
a chain of 2,000 outlets in about 40 countries
around the world. They had decided that their
New Year gift should consist of items or materi-
als which, in the course of their fabrication,
would provide employment opportunities for
impoverished people in the tsunami-hit areas.

Bestseller and its policies

Bestseller believes in taking responsibility
for the people who manufacture its prod-
ucts in more than 900 companies all over
the world. With a strict Code of Conduct,
Bestseller demands that its suppliers ensure
that all their employees work in healthy
and safe environments, and that they are
treated with fairness and respect. Child
labour is banned, and instead suppliers are
encouraged to help the children of their
employees get a decent education.
Bestseller is also environmentally-con-
sciousness. It demands that all the prod-
ucts it sells are produced in accordance
with stringent environmental and ethical
standards. Its ‘List of Chemical
Restrictions’ specifies the substances that
cannot be used in the manufacturing
process of its products due to their harm-
ful effect on humans or the environment.
Adherence to Bestseller's strict policies is
ensured through random audits by its
inspectors, and through regular chemical
analysis of the products.
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Could Upasana take up the responsibility? “We
did,” says Uma. “We identified some other prod-
ucts made by affected people, which included
products made by a leper’s community near
Pondicherry, and made a DVD on the back-
ground of the various products.” Packed in
banana-fibre boxes, 54,000 tsunamikas and other
products were shipped to Bestseller. The
response was enthusiastic,

The New Year’s gift was followed by an
invitation to visit Bestseller in Denmark. “By the
time we reached Denmark, the crisis situation of
the weavers in Varanasi (Benares) had hit the
media,” says Uma. “Varanasi is known for its
exquisite silk sarees. But changing taste, work-
culture and the very high costs had made the tra-
ditional Varanasi saree an elite possession.
Cheap imitations from China had hit the markets
and thousands of weavers were out of jobs.”

Bestseller asked if Upasana could take
responsibility for their New Year’s gift for 2007,
which would consist of 13,000 silk shawls woven
in the traditional Benares style, together with a
DVD and a brochure about the project. “We
accepted, not realizing what we were going into,”
says Uma. “And we certainly had not anticipated
the work once this order was over.”

Varanasi

The problems started when Upasana
demanded that the shawls be supplied within 90
days. “They said ‘forget it, we need five vears!’
Me being a woman did not make it easy. I was
the project leader but couldn’t raise my voice;
that would immediately have stopped all commu-
nication. I sent them a cheque of Rs 5 lakhs to

person who had done the survey in that village
broke down and asked never to be sent back to
witness that misery.

“I asked Mother to tell me what to do, or I
would not return home. I needed clarity. Why
were we in Auroville asked to do something
about a village more than 2,500 kilometres
away? There must be people in India who are
better qualified. There must be other villages in
India that are in similar hopeless positions.

“T was pondering the question sitting at one
of the ghats of Varanasi, when I remembered that
some time earlier in Pondicherry an Ashramite
had shown me a photo of the chair of the Mother,
decorated in Benares silk. Was this an indication
that She wanted me to do something about these
weavers? Then I got a call from another
Ashramite who said “Be like a warrior! If She
wants you to be there, be there!”

She decided to act. With financial assistance
from Bestseller, the weavers of that village and
two others were given orders for a thousand
metres of machine-washable, colour-fast Benares
silk. A few designers from New Delhi were told
to urgently provide some modern designs. And to
the horror of some good-natured advisers,
Upasana paid the weavers advances to get their
looms up and running. “They warned us, saying
that the weavers could not be trusted and would
use the money for food instead of producing silk.
We were stunned. Should they then go hungry?
But our amazement at this response was nothing
compared to the weavers’ amazement at our
interest in them. There was a lot of mistrust,
shich only disappeared after about 3 months of
working together.”

From left: A Varanasi weaver installing the jacquard punch cards on his ioom; the women are
involved in creating the fine and intricately-embroidered buttons and accessories out of silk brocade.

show that we were serious. It worked.” With the
help of a few production coordination teams, the
project was successfully completed with a delay
of two weeks.

What Upasana had not been aware of was
the way in which the Varanasi weavers operate.
“They work in a very hierarchical system. We
could deal only with the person at the top, who in
turn dealt with a group of others, and each of
them again dealt with others — in all, there were
five layers of people involved. We never got
access to the lowest level, the weavers them-
selves! And there was an incredible amount of
exploitation going on at every level,” says Uma.

When Bestseller asked afterwards about their
experience, Upasana explained that they we
were disturbed about the processes which they
had not been able to control. “We didn’t know
what exactly had happened with the money and
how much had finally reached the weavers. We
didn’t even know how many weaver families had
benefitted from the project. The full 700 or less?”

Upasana persuaded Bestseller to fund a pro-
ject. “We proposed that students from a design
institute in New Delhi would interview about
1,000 weavers in Varanasi.” Bestseller agreed.
The analysis brought a lot of knowledge — not
only about the situation in Varanasi itself, but
more importantly, about the plight of the weavers
who are living in the 300 wvillages around
Varanasi. The weavers in Varanasi city don’t
have it easy, but they could survive. Those in the
surrounding villages were starving.

Misery in the villages

“I received a call to come and visit a particu-
lar village,” says Uma, “Their weavers were
unemployed and were hiring themselves out as
day-labourers in Varanasi. Their children often
went hungry. One woman asked me for a job
where she could make Rs 10 a day. That com-
pletely hit me. After 60 years of independence, a
woman has a dream of earning Rs 10 a day and
that too is just a dream?! That was very hard. The

Actually, Upasana did not have a clear idea
what to do with all this fabric. Ultimately, it
was used in its product-line. The design team
meanwhile created more contemporary patterns
and slowly a stream of orders followed.
Upasana then made a video and prepared a cat-
alogue of the weavers” work for presentation at
the Ethical Fashion Show in Paris in October
2008. “It created a great interest and the sam-
ples we brought were highly praised.” After
Paris, she brought some catalogues to the vil-
lage. “The weavers were so excited. They
proudly pointed their work out to their neigh-
bours. It was a massive boost to their individual
and collective self-confidence that their prod-
ucts had been shown abroad.”

Through the Ethical Fashion Show, the
weavers’ work has gained a lot of goodwill, and
commercial interest is on the increase. At pre-
sent 140 families are profiting, a very small
number but the upward trend has started.
Upasana will continue to be the intermediary
for the marketing until the time the weavers can
act by themselves. “We are in the process of
creating a weavers federation, which should

A journey into the
world of cotton

Cotton — a jour-
ney into the world
of cotton, the
fabric of life, pub-
lished by Upasana
Design Studio, is
exquisitely  laid-
out with captivat-
ing images. The
book talks about
= the history of cot-
> ton, how it

inspired  human
creativity all over the world, how it was
used by Mahatma Gandhi in India's free-
dom struggle movement, and how today
chemically-intensive cotton cultivation,
grown with pesticides, insecticides, and
fertilizers, is harming the environment to
an unimaginable extent and driving cot-
ton farmers to suicide. The message of
the book is clear - “go organic”.
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ultimately take over. We estimate that it will
take another two to three years before Upasana
can quit and they are self-sustainable.” As for
the lady with the Rs 10 dream, she and 90 oth-
ers have found employment making Benares
buttons and accessories.

The plight of the cotton farmers

For the 2009 New Year’s gift, Bestseller and
Upasana decided to work on the theme of cotton.
This was because for the past two years, the
Indian media have been reporting a spate of sui-

cides by Indian cotton farmers, whose cotton
can no longer compete in world markets. In
the wake of these suicides, penniless widows
and school drop-outs try to survive, while loan
sharks exploit the vulnerable groups.

The New Year’s gift consisted of a
scarf, made of naturally-dyed organic cot-
ton, together with a book that explains the
history of this fibre and its importance in
the world. The organically-grown cotton
was hand-dyed with natural dyes at
Auroville’s The Colours of Nature [see
Auroville Today issue # 235], and finished
into scarves at cottage-looms in Erode.

The project coincides with a new
development at Upasana, which is to take
an active interest in Indian khadi products.
Khadi is Indian hand-spun and hand-
woven cloth. The raw materials may be
cotton, silk, or wool, which are spun into
threads on a spinning wheel called a
charkha. Mahatma Gandhi elevated khadi

to a symbol of strength and self-sufficiency in
the Indian freedom struggle. To this day,
many politicians in India are seen wearing
khadi, and the flag of India is only allowed to
be made from this material.

“We are interested in organic cotton khadi,
not only because it is widely accepted in fash-
ion circles but also because we want to improve
the fate of the cotton farmers,” says Uma. “In
the coming years we’ll concentrate on helping a
group of cotton farmers to go organic. But this
project is sfill in an early phase.”

Evaluating the past

Looking back, Uma says that the biggest
breakthrough has been the realisation that a
small company like Upasana can launch all by
itself socially- and environmentally-responsible
projects without guaranteed funding. Sheer pas-
sion and conviction are sufficient. “We have to
drop the fear of not having enough money,”
says Uma. Is that the secret to her work? She
smiles. “That and the Grace of the Divine and
being in Auroville.”

Carel

Scarves macde for Bestseller from organically-grown and naturally-dyed cotton.
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EDUCATION AND AWARENESS reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

Child protection in the Auroville area

November 19th is ‘The Prevention of Child Abuse’ day. On that day in
Auroville, a newly-formed group informed the community about an
issue that is often ignored in India, that of child abuse.

problem in India and that such a

large number of children are

affected.” This was one of the
comments from a group of 12 Tamil Aurovilians
who attended a two-day workshop on child abuse in
August this year. The workshop was given by the
Chennai-based organisation Tulir — Centre for
Prevention and Healing of Child Sexual Abuse.

t’s shocking. I wasn’t aware that
‘ ‘ I child abuse is such a widespread

“We didn’t know that abuse occurs in all social
and economic classes of society. It was awful to
hear that children — both girls and boys — are most
often abused by people they trust, such as family
relatives, neighbours and teachers!” said another of
the group members. “For here in India nobody ever
talks about sex, let alone sexual abuse.”

The group was taught about the inappropriate
behaviour patterns that can be indicative of abusers.
They learned how to recognise the physical and

It takes a Community to Protect a Child
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Child sexual abuse in India

Extensive data on the prevalence of child sexual abuse (CSA) in
India is not available. However, some major research studies
done in this field present the following results:

@ In a survey of 350 schoolgirls in New Delhi by Sakshi (an

NGO) in 1997, 63% had experienced sexual abuse by family
members; and 25% of the girls had been severely abused.

| & Another 1997 study on middle and upper class women from

Chennai, Mumbai, Kolkata, Delhi and Goa by RAHI revealed

that 76% of respondents had been sexually abused as children,

with 71% having been abused either by relatives or by some-

one they knew and trusted.

4 Samvada's 1996 study on students in Bangalore stated that
47% of the respondents had been sexually abused with 62%
having been raped once and 38% having been repeatedly

violated.

@ Tulir's study in 2006, conducted among 2211 school going
children in Chennai, indicates a CSA prevalence rate of 42%.
Children of all socio-economic groups were found to be equal-
ly vulnerable. While 48% of boys reported having been -

psychological signs of abused

children. Through case stud-

ies they were shown some

common long-term effects

of child abuse. Most impor-

tantly, they were taught how

to keep children safe from

offenders. And finally, the

group was stimulated to take

an active role in preventing

child sexual abuse in the
Auroville area as a whole.

Back in Auroville, a

series of meetings followed

with a large group of inter-

ested people. The group

decided to widen their focus

to child protection in gener-

al. The first and most chal-

lenging task would be edu-

" and awareness-raising

issues relating to chil-

dren’s rights and to the many

A poster distributed by Tulir

abuse. Lastly, in cooperation with local authorities
and other interested parties, a child protection poli-
cy will be developed. It will outline common princi-
ples, Auroville’s values and beliefs, and will
describe the steps to be taken to protect children.
Also a medical and legal counselling network will
need to be set up, and educational materials
designed and distributed.

Members of the newly-formed Child
Protection Services team have outlined an initial
programme. They will organize workshops for
teachers, parents and children conducted by profes-
sionals. Education and awareness-building will also
be pursued through distributing materials that are

dren’s rights are hardly recognized. Moreover,

support mechanisms are not in place and there is

not much help from the Indian laws as they do not

provide enough protection for children who are
victims of abuse.”

Carel

For more info contact cps@auroville.org.in

What is child abuse?
Child abuse or maltreatment constitutes all
forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treat-
ment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent |
treatment or commercial or other exploita-

abused, the prevalence rate among girls was 39%; 15% of
boys and girls had been severely abused.

From the Tulir website: http://www.tulircphcsa.org/faq.htm

Y_OUTH

ou find the Auroville

Youth Centre near

Transition School. It is

— — —grandly-announced by a—

magnificent curvy sign

over the entrance gate saying ‘Peaceful

City’. “Putting this sign up was a land-

- mark for the Youth Centre,” says

Nikolai, who with his Auroville-born

partner, Ancolie, now spends most of

his time here. “The sign had been hang-

ing around for ages and then one day

we decided to renovate and paint it and

about 20 of us heaved it up — it is metal

and extremely heavy. I feel it has given
us a special identity.”

It has also given Nikolai a sense of
identity and purpose. “If 1 had not
become involved with this amazing
place, I might not have remained in
Auroville. I was becoming very disillu-
sioned with all the groups and bureau-
cracy here but I feel this place, the
Youth Centre, is closer to Mother’s
dream than anywhere else. This is a
place where the young people — and
that means anyone young in spirit — I
can still live and work and experiment
in the way they want. I feel it is a sacred
space for future generations to discover
their own ways of working and not to
be dependent on the previous genera-
tion’s ideas of how everything should
be. It is the one space where young peo-
ple can come together and make their
own decisions and take their own
actions. In the last 12 years of its exis-
tence its progress has been slow, but
that is irrelevant. What matters is that
we work with no hired labour except
for a cleaner who cleans the communal
spaces. All work is done by young peo-
ple on the basis of self determination.

“We have accommodation for four
people here with our two tree houses
and two keet huts. People come and go
and this is fine with us as we want to
create an atmosphere of freedom and
welcoming for young people.”

Ancolie admits that she is happy
there is someone to help with the
cleaning as often a huge mess accumu-
lates. ““It can be difficult trying to live
with the hopes and expectations we
have of'this place,” she explained, “But
most of the time it does work, and if it
doesn’t, we try to discuss things with"

e T Tyt

forms of child abuse. A sec-
ond task is establishing
mechanisms for reporting
and responding to cases of
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Youth Centre: Peaceful City

age- and culturally-appropriate.

“It is an enormous challenge,” said one of
the team members, “particularly in a society
where child abuse is still a taboo topic and chil-

tion, resulting in actual or potential harm to
the child’s health, survival, development or
dignity in the context of a relationship of
responsibility, trust or power.

Auroville youth erecting the Peaceful City arch.

the people involved. There is an awful
lot of work to be done. Right now there
is wood everywhere as lots of our trees
came down in the recent cyclone”.
Uprooted trees and heaps of logs are
scattered in piles, sticks and leaves are
in every corner and the job of clearing
looks enormous.

A big yellow bus parked under the
trees catches my eye. “That is our
recent arrival,” says Ancolie. “It has
been hidden away for years in various
places and now we have given ita good
home. We think it is one of the Magic
Buses that brought the early pioneer
Aurovilians here in the 70°s. Eventually
we hope to make it into a cafe, but that
is in the far future”

They have a lot of projects and
dreams .“We would like to make a
good size vegetable garden, but again
that will take a lot of time and energy.
Taranti from Transition School has

brought her class here and they have
made a vegetable garden so that has got
us started. We would like to involve
more of the school kids. Like every-
where in Auroville, we need more peo-
ple. Maybe parents warn their kids
about us, or maybe the youth are too
busy studying for their exams or going
to Kodaikanal School, but we don’t
have enough people, especially com-
mitted young people. This is a very
hands-on, vocational place, and not for
everyone. We need committed regu-
lars. We have a large area of indigenous
forest of which we are the stewards and
it eats up our energy. We planted about
400 trees over the last six weeks and it
was a successful project for us. About
20 volunteers came and we had a great
time. Another ongoing project is the
cycle/walking path that goes from the
Youth Centre towards Kalabhumi,
about 250 metres away. It was a huge

job as we had to literally hack through
the forest. The path meanders through
the forest and already has a big wooden
bench for walkers and joggers to rest
on. Eventually we would like to invite
Aurovilian artists to make it into a
sculpture path.

Nikolai points to a tree house pre-
cariously balancing high up in a fragile-
looking tree. “The storm damaged it,
which is a pity. It would be nice to see
more experimental tree houses here
which would provide exciting low-cost
accommodation. The Youth Centre is
the perfect place to experiment with
things like this.

“Our Saturday pizza nights are
popular and many outside people turn
up. Our regular team of twelve take
turns to run it and others come and go.
Tuesday nights are dosai nights and are
more like a family dinner but are also
open for all. Jesse’s Theatre

Improvisation Nights bring together a
group of youth. We usually have a
Christmas fair but this year we are
focusing on clearing up all the wood
from the storm.

llango, the ‘tree-care person’ joins
us and we sit at, and he sits on, a giant
mosaic round table, part of the Youth
Centre’s eclectic furniture. He has been
involved for two years now and says he
really enjoys being part of the team and
taking care of the trees.

“When the Auroville Foundation’s
sign post went up on the road outside,
we had 40 visitors in an afternoon,”
continues Nikolai. “We have now put a
notice on the gate asking people to e-
mail and make an appointment if they
want to see us. We also get a lot of vis-
iting architects. This raises another typ-
ical Aurovilian problem of how much
we open to the outside world and how
much we maintain a community.

“Ah, the noise problem,” says
Nikolai. “I was wondering when we
were going to talk about that. This is a
universal generational problem. Young
people love loud music, many older
people don’t. We try to only ‘make a
noise’ once a month but sometimes
things happen spontaneously and the
‘noise’ just happens. We were donated
a big sound system that pounded out
the bass but we have now got a smaller
one, so things should improve. We are
hoping to construct a soundproof semi-
underground dome for music and
dancing but that would be a big project.
If we have uninvited guests, we turn
off the music and they drift away. If
there are any problems the Auroville
security men are just up the road and
we can call them.

“We desperately need people with
vocational skills — carpentry, electrical,
building — to lend a hand here; and also
to teach us how to do these things. Any
volunteers? We also need positive sup-
port from the larger community — but
without interference — a delicate bal-
ancing act. This place is very important
to Auroville. It is a place where the
kids, and all the future youth, can be
free, independent and have fun in their
own place. Don’t you wish you’d had a
place like this when you were young?”

Dianna
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The canyons of Auroville

Many large canyon systems cross Auroville. To prevent erosion and
conserve water, check-dams have been built in all of them. But more
action is needed to secure the future water supply of the city.

he sea was like blood,” says
‘ ‘ Kireet, recalling his first
encounter with erosion in
Auroville during the mon-

soon. “It was my second visit
and I was staying with Mali in Utility. The
canyons were like rivers, sweeping tons of red
topsoil into the sea. It flashed through me that
there should be a dam in the canyon.” The year
was 1975. It would take Kireet another two
decades before he came to live in Auroville.
“Like everybody else, I used the first years for
finding a place. Soon afterwards, I built my
house, which also became a guesthouse and creat-
ed a garden (Gaia’s Garden). At the same time, I
was working in the Matrimandir nursery and gar-
dens, pruning trees and clearing the outer garden
area, as well as at Shakti nursery collecting seeds.
“Then it was time to do something else. [
remembered my second visit, and started helping
Michael from Samriddhi to repair the old check-
dams that the Government had constructed. They
were all in a very bad shape. Michael taught me
the ropes and [ also learned a few essentials from
Jaap. That was a very valuable educational expe-
rience — learning by repairing badly designed
check-dams.”

into the lakes and yeris (small lakes) north of
Auroville,” says Kireet. “A major first one begins
by the community of Sukhavati and finally reach-
es the big canyon in Utility. The second system
starts by the Samasti community watershed and
finally empties into the Kuyilapalayam tank. But
the water does not stop there; it spills over the
back towards Aspiration, travels past La Ferme,
and goes towards Quiet Healing Centre and emp-
ties into the sea. A third canyon, a small one, is in
the Auromodéle area. There is not much overflow
here, and the water usually percolates.”

Does he know how the canyons originated?
“Human activity, particularly the felling of
trees, has caused erosion. The Auroville plateau
is situated 52 metres above sea level, so we have
here a classic watershed. When the rains came,
the water ran down in all directions, etching gul-
lies into the naked landscape. Gradually the gul-
lies became a series of canyons clawing through
the Auroville area.”

The importance of the check-dams

Kireet has worked on over 60 check-dams.
Their importance cannot be overestimated. “It is
not only a question of preventing soil erosion,” he
says. “A main issue nowadays is preventing sca

Kireet next to Utility canyon.

That first year, Kireet repaired nine old dams
and built one new one. Since then, he has built so
many that he became known as ‘Check-dam
Kireet’. “A major challenge was finding the
money — we got some grants from abroad,” he
says. “Another problem was purely technical —

how to make big check-dams — and here I was
lucky to get advice from Dutch engineers who
were staying at my guest house. They had come to
advise the Government of Pondicherry on doing
tank rehabilitation work.”

The Auroville canyons

“There are three canyon systems leading to
the Bay of Bengal, while a few canyons empty

water intrusion into the
aquifer, as the water
extraction in  the
Auroville area  far
exceeds the recharge.”
Over recent years,
Auroville’s water moni-
toring agency, Harvest,
has recorded a steady
drop in the water table
over almost all of
Auroville. “This is large-
ly due to over-extraction
for agricultural use,” says
Kireet. “Specialists have
warned that salt water
intrusion into the ground-
water will happen in the
entire Auroville area,
starting with the coastal
communities. This will
be a disaster. The check-
dams will hopefully post-
pone that moment.”

In the Utility canyon
alone, there are about 40
basins and 30 check-
dams. Are they all safe? On more than one occa-
sion Kireet was out in the pouring rains at 2 a.m.,
checking the canyon with a torch to see if the dams
were holding. “When you have rains like we just
had with cyclone Nisha, I was tense. During the
last night of the storm, it was raining torrentially,
and every check-dam started overflowing. I had
never experienced that before. But when the rain
stopped in the early moming, the water percolated
very fast. One basin of 15,000 cubic metres was
empty in three days!” Kireet rejoiced. “Each year
after the rains, [ look to see where the water is over-
flowing, and raise the check-dams there by half a
metre or more. In this way we have stopped water
from overflowing in normal circumstances.” Kireet
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An over-flowing check-dam in the Utility canyon in the aftermath of Cyclone Nisha.
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Map of the canyon systems of Auroville.

believes that the improved percolation is caused by
the trees and bushes planted inside the canyons.

A few years ago, the Working
Committee sent an official letter to the vil-

. lage Panchayats and the Collector of the
district warning of the danger of villagers
constructing houses in the canyon, and
stating that Auroville cannot be held
responsible if an unusually heavy rain
breaches a dam. Notwithstanding the
warning, new plots are being marked up.

“Nothing is as good as the roots of plants, even
grasses, in opening up the soil and making the earth
into one big sponge,” he says.
“This year the water level in the
basins went down on an average
by about 30 centimetres a day.”
Kireet thinks that cyclones
such as the last one might
become more frequent in the
years to come. “The weather
everywhere is changing, and
Auroville too will be affected.
We will certainly see more of
these heavy and unseasonable
rains. Having these check-dams
makes a lot of sense.” Are any
more required? “No, on the east
side of Auroville, the work is
over. What we now need to do

Kireet believes that the entire area from
Aranya to Aurobrindavan, including Sadhana
Forest, needs to be declared a sanctuary with
the main purpose of harvesting rainwater. “In
my country The Netherlands, certain areas
have been protected for water harvesting,” he
says. “The quality of water is closely moni-
tored and controlled, and the areas have
become nature parks. We should do likewise in
this area. If the sanctuary could consist of 200
or 300 acres, joining up Auroville land with
that of some other owners, such as the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram which own large tracts of
land in that area, the effort can be successful.
This is the only solution I see to the looming
water crisis that will affect all of us in future.”

Priya Sundaravalli

is to raise the water-table on the
west side of Auroville. For that
would directly benefit the water
supply of Auroville.”

The west sicle story

About 10 kilometres north-
west of Auroville one finds the
forest communities of Aranya
and Sadhana Forest. “Here we
have an exception to the drop-
ping water tables,” says Kireet.
“In this area there has been a
steady rise. And that’s of prime
importance for Auroville’s
future water supply.”

The soil in this area is white
clay, which is not porous.
Percolation happens very slowly.
This area has quite a few natural
ponds, yeris, and small lakes. For
the past four years, Kireet has
been helping Aviram, the care-
taker of Sadhana Forest, to build
bunds, dikes and spillways to
harvest rainwater. This year, a
wide lake with a capacity of
about 25,000 cubic metres has
been created using earth-moving
machinery. “We had a strict
deadline,” says Kireet. “The
work had to be completed before
the coming of the winter mon-
soon.” Cyclone Nisha hit, and
the lake was full. “It’s a huge
success,” says Kireet.

In order to ensure the
water for the future city,

Scenes from Sadhana Forest. From top down: landscaping to
create a man-made lake; a full lake following cyclone Nisha;
mud-bathing in the clayey waters of a pond in summer time.
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Encouraging paddy production

Annapurna Farm is slowly increasing its production of organic rice and cereals.
Investments are needed to safeguard future rice production.

Freshly-planted rice fields at Annapurna.

yclone? What
‘ ‘ cyclone?”
Tomas and
Andre flash
identical grins.

Cyclone Nisha, which in November
wrought havoc in Tamil Nadu, caused
no problems in Annapurna Farm. “We
didn’t notice a thing,” says André cheer-
fully. Tomas gets serious and explains
that the farm only escaped damage
because the paddy is not yet flowering.
“The stalks bent with the wind. If the
storm had come when the paddy was in
bloom, it would have caused a lot of
damage,” he says.

land was arid and saline. When Tomas
came in 1986, his first task was regener-
ating the lands. The going has been slow
due to lack of money and manpower.
But today, salinity is less of an issue.
“We still have a few bad patches which
we’ll regenerate in the coming years,”
says Tomas. “But most of our 135 acres
are now arable.” Apart from paddy,
Annapurna also grows cereals such as
millets, varagu, sesame, kuduravalli and
mustard, and rosella, pigeon beans, cow
fodder and green manure.

Annapurna’s heavy black soil is
very delicate. Tomas explains that it

automatically bring populations back
into balance. “In fact, we are doing very
little active pest control since we hardly
have a problem with pests. Moreover,
the costs of doing something about it are
usually higher than the yield losses. We
believe in the concept that a good soil
and a good variety of crops —we usually
grow four different rice varieties in one
season —will yield good results.”

Certified organic

Because of its soil treatment and the
use of natural fertilizers, Annapurna’s
agricultural produce are certified ‘organ-

ic’. The certification is done by the

It is open day at Annapurna. A
small group of Aurovilians and new-
comers is being shown around by
André, who runs the farm together
with Tomas and Selvam. The farm’s
huge rainwater catchment ponds
enjoy pride of place. “Contrary to our
neighbours, we irrigate our farm
using harvested rainwater,” explains
André. “In a year with good mon-
soons the tanks hold sufficient water
for our needs.”

Annapurna got itself an electric-
ity connection last year, with a Rs 10
lakhs donation from the Economy
Group. “This is good planning,”
comments Tomas. “Annapurna is
Auroville’s largest farm and the
community’s main rice producer.
But we’ll need more water than we
have now for the farm to expand and
increase its production. We must
also hedge against monsoon failures.
The only way to do that is by using
groundwater. But the groundwater
here is at a depth of 100 metres and
electricity is essential for running such
a deep bore well.” But aren’t the
Auroville farms paying the highest
electricity tariff? “No longer,” says
André, “With the help of the Auroville
Foundation office, Auroville farms are
now entitled to free electricity, just like
all other farms in Tamil Nadu.”

The soil

Annapurna Farm is located about
10 kilometres outside Auroville on the
road to Mailam. It was bought by The
Mother before the foundation of
Auroville in 1968. For many years the

Tomas (left) and André

has to be treated carefully. “We must
ensure sufficient plant cover, not irri-
gate too much, and certainly not use
chemicals. It responds very favourably
to organic treatment. We use green
manure, live mulching, crop residues
and animal compost. That is the key to
our farming here.”

The benefits of this system of soil
treatment are numerous: improvement
of the soil structure, additional nitrogen
and increased soil microbial activity, to
name but a few. Tomas adds an addi-
tional advantage: serious pest outbreaks
are rare, because natural controls exist to

Cheese being aged

Indian branch of the Swiss Institute
for Marketecology (IMO), one of the
most renowned international agencies
for inspection, certification and quali-
ty assurance of eco-friendly products.

“The IMO control is stringent.
‘We have to maintain records, and we
regularly receive inspection visits,”
says Tomas. Is it worth the trouble?
He nods. “There are a number of
advantages. Firstly, it sets a high stan-
dard which we want to maintain.
Secondly, it shows to the Aurovilians
that what we are doing is first class.
Thirdly, I can sell my products out-
side for a better price; and that, in
turn, convinces Auroville that our
prices are reasonable.”

Unlike its cereals, Annapurna’s
dairy products are not certified organ-
ic. “We can’t grow all our cow feed,”
says Tomas, “We do grow a good
amount of cow grass, but if you want
to get a certain milk production, you
have to feed concentrates such as
grains which do not grow in our climate,
and we haven’t been able to find certi-
fied organic feed grains.”

Tomas warns about the milk quality.
“People don’t realize what they are
drinking. The fact that the IMO hasn’t
certified any dairy in South India is a
warning all by itself. In addition, there
are the dangers of milk pollution due to
unhygienic storage, and there is a lot of
milk adulteration.” Tomas refers to fre-
quent media reports on crackdowns on
those who have adulterated milk — even
packaged milk of well-known brands —
with water or with products such as sodi-
um bicarbonate, soap powder, starch,
buffalo milk or colourants, to increase its
density and whiteness. “If Aurovilians
want to remain healthy, they should only
use Auroville’s dairy products. But
many Aurovilians risk their health con-
suming packaged milk and milk prod-
ucts, or buy milk from the village.”

Value added products

“Lack of community support has
forced us to change our farm econom-
ics,” says Tomas. “Earlier we sold what
we produced. Nowadays, we sell value-
added products. Take milk for example.
Selling milk is bad business; it does not
fetch the cost price since we treat our
animals much better than elsewhere.

ENVIRONMENT

Organic soil improvement

'‘Green manuring' means improving the soil by ploughing-in
green field crops. Annapurna cultivates a few acres of Gliricidia for
the purpose. The plant grows into bushes. The branches are cut
and brought to the fields. Also ‘pressmud’ (sugar cane waste) is

purchased for the same purpose.

Annapurna Farm also practices 'live mulching'. In this system,
cover crops are inter-planted with cash crops. The seeds are sown
in between the rice with the last irrigation flooding. The cover crop
germinates after the rice has been harvested, and provides ground

cover throughout the summer. Then it is ploughed-in.

But a value-added product such as
cheese gives us a good margin. So we
make cheese. The same goes for goma-
sio. It takes very little work to make
gomasio from sesame, but it sells well
and gives us the profit we need to run
this farm. And people are prepared to
pay the extra price.”

Market demand has also forced
Annapurna to purchase a number of
machines. André, who is the farm’s
mechanie, points at the de-stoner, which
separates stones from paddy. Elsewhere
is a machine to thresh the paddy, and
another one to mill the rice.

“The Solar Kitchen demands clean
rice free of husk. They do not want
paddy. We do not want to go to the local
rice mill, as experiences haven’t been
positive. One Auroville farmer almost
lost his crop as the rice he got back from
the mill was yellow and stank. Also our
certification requires that we control our
own milling process. So it’s now being
done on our farm.”

much bigger fund to help farmers buy
seeds and manure and purchase machin-
ery; that fund should also provide a
buffer against crop failures.”

In this respect Tomas mentions that
the Government of Tamil Nadu has a
policy to compensate individual farmers
for crop failures due to bad weather.
“But it seems Auroville farms don’t
qualify as they are part of an institution,
the Auroville Foundation. But this
should be pursued. For registration
would also entitle the farms to purchase
machinery and irrigation systems at sub-
sidized prices.”

The economics of Auroville’s farms

Tomas acknowledges that
Auroville’s farms need to improve if
they expect the community to respond to
their demands. “Many of the farmers are
simply not professional.” Should the
farm group be given authority to oversee
the farms’ production and efficiency?
*“This should be discussed,” says Tomas.

A field of ripening varagu.

Other Auroville farms have fol-
lowed Annapurna’s example and are
also selling value-added products to
break-even. “They need to do that as the
risks of farming are almost entirely
bome by the farmers,” says Tomas. “But
that is not as it should be. There is a very
small farmers’ fund which is supported
by the Economy Group with a Rs
12,000 a month. But there should be a

“Such a management system is used by
the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. If the farmer
does not respond to the needs, they look
for another manager. We need to do a
brainstorming session between the farm
group and various people with interest
and expertise to see about the immediate
and long term future. Farm land is valu-
able, and needs to be well-tended.”

In conversation with Carel

A catchment pond at Annapurna after the 2008 monsoon.
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