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Pondicherry garbage dump threatens the area

isiting Pondicherry’s garbage

dump on the southern side of

Auroville is an experience. A

waste land of smouldering

trash and dead trees reaches
into the distance. Flies buzz in swarms as
tractors with trailers brimming with garbage
continuously thread their way through the
foetid mounds. 350 tonnes of garbage are
dumped here every day. The drivers get paid
by the load, so if the gates are closed, they
just tip it outside, expanding the dumpsite. A
large dead kite with blood on its wings, head
down, beak in the sand surrounded by plas-
tic bags becomes food for dozens of black
scavenging pigs that aggressively snuffle
through the waste heaps. Acrid black smoke
hangs like haze over the dump. The smell is
suffocating. A black, slimy path, cut by
earth-moving machinery through the moun-
tains of rubbish leads to the nearby sewage
plant. Highly polluted water percolates into
the aquifers below, while shallow puddles
on the surface breeds flies and mosquitoes,
encouraging encephalitis, malaria and filaria
in the area.

Bordering the dump is a row of thirty
tiny concrete houses where gypsies live. The
garbage dump provides their livelihood.
Gypsy women walk through the smoking
debris carrying a bag and a stick for forag-
ing, while a baby is hanging in a rag ham-
mock from a dead tree. Elsewhere children
play in the filth, hunting for ‘treasures’ in the
trash. They have their own school, a tum-
bled down shack with a blue plastic roof.
The women and children appear oblivious to
the surrounding filth.

Pondicherry’s garbage dump is less than
three kilometres from Auroville’s Botanical
Gardens and Forecomers’ canyon. On bad days,
as experienced in the last hot, dry summer, thick
clouds of grey smoke waft over Auroville, affect-
ing those with sensitive bodies with headaches
and sore throats. Small wonder then that many
individuals living in Auroville as well as in the
affected villages of Edaiyanchavady and
Morattandi have complained about the state of

Acrid smoke from Pondicherry’s expanding garbage dumpsite blows across Auroville and its neighbouring villages

affairs. One Newcomer filed a Public Interest
Litigation in the Chennai High Court in 2006, but
so far not much has happened. Also the Auroville
Foundation has repeatedly written to the
Pondicherry Government expressing its concern.

What can be done? Garbage disposal is a
universal problem in India. Recently, the gov-
ernment of Chennai started using Effective
Micro-Organisms (EM) in

A gypsy boy on the rooftop of his home overlooking the dump

its treatment of solid waste.
The Pondicherry govern-
ment too is aware of the
problems, and has even
invited specialists  from
Belgium to advise on the
matter. A major issue is that
the waste burns continuous-
ly, either because it is set on
fire deliberately or because
of spontaneous combustion
caused by the production of
methane gas from anaerobic
decomposition.

Another problem is that
there is no sorting of the
garbage.  Everything is
thrown in together, from hos-
pital waste to toxic batteries.
A visitor from an NGO
working in Bangladesh sug-
gested paying people by the
sack load for sorted rubbish.
This advice conforms to the
Indian tradition of not wast-
ing anything, and has proven
successful in Bangladesh.

The garbage dump also
borders on Pondicherry air-
port, which recently obtained
permission for the extension
of the runway. The Pondi-

cherry Government may be forced to move
the dumpsite, as it is illegal to have a burning
dump next to an airport. But then, the prob-
lem will just shift.

Meanwhile, at the invitation of a group
of concerned Aurovilians, the Development
Commissioner of Pondicherry has visited the
site and has asked the local administration to
work  together with  Shuddham, a
Pondicherry-based NGO, and Auroville to
find solutions to the problem. Two joint
meetings have taken place and funds have
since been earmarked for bio-remediation of
the site. In this process the garbage is loose-
ly piled-up into windrows, and turned week-
ly to make compost from, which the non-
biodegradable materials are sifted out. This
is hoped to put an end to the smoke pollution
as well as reduce the volume occupied. In a
second phase, it is hoped that the remaining
non-biodegradables will be cleaned and sort-
ed before being recycled. The campaigns for
cleanliness and segregation will continue to
sensitize the public on the issue.

Dianna and Renu

Young ragpickers

Health problems

The unchecked low combustion incineration of garbage, as happens in the Pondicherry
dump, may cause many long lasting health problems. Burning plastic releases dioxins, furans
and polychlorinated biphenyl (co-planer PCBs) According to the World Health Organisation,
these substances do not break down in the environment. Pollutants are carried by air and
attach to soil particles and sediment in water, where they enter the food chain and bio-accu-
mulate. This means that particles settling on plants eaten by animals that are eaten by
humans will contain increasingly higher levels of dioxin as it travels up the food chain.

Health consequences for those living nearby may include impairment of the immune system,
the nervous system, the endocrine system and the reproductive functions as well as other ill-
\nesses such as skin lesions, altered liver functions and several types of cancer.

from burning garbage
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| PLANNING THE CITY

“What we started in Ahmedabad was great”

1. Doshi is one of India’s foremost
architects and educators and a mem-
ber of the Governing Board. A few
weeks ago, a group of Aurovilian
planners and architects, some of
whom work in Auroville’s town planning depart-
ment, visited him in his design studio in
Ahmedabad. Why did they go? What happened?

How was it to be in Ahmedabad?

David: It was great to be together with a group of
Aurovilian architects and planners and to be
inspired by Doshi and Rajeev (his son-in-law).

Why did you go there?

Prashant: Some of us had been visiting him reg-
ularly over the last year or so and this was a fol-
low-up to our last visit: he wanted to see what we
had been doing. This time he began by admonish-
ing us! At our last meeting we had all agreed upon
a base map as the foundation for our work, but
since then some studies have been done which did
not respect this base map. He told us this was no
way to work.

David: Then, when he looked at present and
planned developments in Sector II of the city, one of
his questions was, ‘“Where is the Galaxy?’

Prashant: He pointed out that buildings coming up
in sector two of the Residential Zone are being built
upon what look like green spaces in the original
Galaxy plan. He said that in future we should work
in a coordinated way with the Galaxy rather than
giving ad hoc building approvals.

So then he set us to work. Ten hours a day!

What did you work on?

David: He suggested we take a slice through the
base map of sector II of the Residential Zone. Then
he asked us to trace the outline of the Galaxy over it
and start detailing out a hierarchy of spaces from the
Crown to the Green Belt

Prashant: Doshi said that when you look at
Roger’s Galaxy plan it is very obvious that a lot of
thinking had gone into it. However, detailing still
has to be done. For example, many areas of
Roger’s Galaxy plan are undetailed blocks several
hundred metres long. So he asked us to look at
where there could be openings in structures, where
there could be courtyards, communication spaces
etc. He said that eventually what would be detailed
out might be different because we would have to
take into account factors like the climate, wind
direction, water flows, green areas, topography
etc., but that this was a start. His main point was
that whatever new buildings come up should
emerge out of the Galaxy; that we should always
try to see what the Galaxy is trying to tell us when
we plan a particular space.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING

B.V. Doshi discusses the base map of Auroville with Prashant.
(From left) Tejaswini, Marie, Meera and Pino look on.

Before we left he asked us to agree upon what
we were going to do in the next few months and to
draw up a document detailing this. One aspect
was long-term planning, which is the detailing
work. In the medium-term he suggested we should
concentrate upon the neighbouring villages. He
says that when you pass through nearby villages
before arriving in Auroville the vibration you get
is that of neglect; that until they are as prosperous
as us there will always be conflicts over land,
water, labour etc. So he suggested designing an
interface community between Auroville and a
neighbouring village. This community would be a
model of sustainable technology — it could have an
Aquadyn drinking water facility, a wastewater
treatment plant etc. — so that villagers could come
and see how these things work. The community
could also have a doctor or nurse who would help
the villagers in an emergency. In the village itself,
the villagers could be helped to plant trees and
design sitting-areas around their pond or temple.
This should be done in equal partnership with
them: Auroville should not do it for them. In this
way, said Doshi, you will start building confidence
between yourself and the villages.

His main point is that the neighbouring vil-
lages have to be integrated in our planning. They
are our neighbours!

In the short term he asked us to identify spaces
in Auroville where people naturally meet and to
make some small-scale interventions there — like
providing benches or a platform under a nice clump

of trees. We've already held a public meeting about
this and have a list of ideas and possible locations.
David: We all had a good experience in
Ahmedabad. My question is, how do we recreate
that energy here in Auroville? How do we carry for-
ward what we began there?

Prashant: This has always been a problem since
we started going and meeting him. We would make
a lot of progress while we were there, then we
would come back and nothing much would happen;
business would continue as usual. So the next time
we went to see him we would have to start from the
same point again.

So why can’t you continue the process here?

David: I believe what we started in Ahmedabad
was great. All the Auroville architects and planners
got on very well: we had a chance to realize that we
all share a common direction and understanding.
However, when we got back here we found that
some of the larger group involved with planning
Auroville are not on the same page, since the
request for the budget for the completion of the
Crown Road has since been made. When the archi-
tects and planners discuss things amongst them-
selves we seem to be more-or-less on the same
page, but when non-architects and planners actually
end up making the final planning decisions this
blocks the development of a more holistic planning
process. I'm sure those individuals believe they are
doing what is best for Auroville, but I think they are
doing the opposite. It was put very well in your last
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issue: “How much disunity can we put up with in
trying to create unity?” That sums up the whole
thing for me. They want the Galaxy, but the way
they are going about it they will not get it.

Prashant: Most non-planners can only relate to
roads and infrastructure but not spaces, built forms
etc. and roads and infrastructure don’t create the
Galaxy.

Did the Ahmedabad process call the proposed
roads into question?

Prashant: It may do.

David: Doshi is totally flexible. In Ahmedabad we
were getting away from the whole concept of roads.
We were looking at the Galaxy simply as an area
within which one can move around. Doshi himself
said that we shouldn’t focus upon the Crown just
vet. But this is exactly what some of the people in
the larger planning group want to do. So how do we
address this polarity?

Prashant: Perhaps if the architects and planners
within the planning body became stronger, more
united, it would make a difference. Doshi suggested
that a neutral space be created where architects and
planners and interested members of the community
could work together and interact on projects in a
coordinated way. He thinks that currently the
L’ Avenir office doesn’t offer such a space.

Isn’t there a danger that Doshi will get fiustrated
by the present planning process in Auroville?

David: It’s a real question. Just before we left,
Rajeev and Doshi quite rightly said that they will
not call us again or come to Auroville if we don’t do
the work and if we have nothing new to show them.
They are willing to get totally involved if there is
something to be involved in — but they are not will-
ing to sit around chatting,

Prashant: The challenge of building a city like no
other city on earth fascinates him, just as it fasci-
nates us. But if we don’t do the work, I think he will
step back. This would be a great loss as not only is
he one of India’s foremost architects but he really
inspires people who come into contact with him.

How? What is the ‘Doshi effect’?

Prashant: He’s very humble about the fact he’s still
learning, leamning from nature. At the age of 82 he is
still trying to learn new things. That’s what keeps
him going and that inspires people. He puts this
‘bug’ to understand, to discover landscapes, into
you. And when you start on that line, there is no end
to it. The ideas just keep bubbling up.

From an interview by Alan

The Auroville Institute of Applled Technology expands

n September 22nd, Mr.

H.B. Sauerteig, the

German Consul-General

from Chennai, inaugu-

rated the extension
building of Auroville’s Institute of
Applied Technology. It had been con-
structed with an Rs 90 lakhs (Euro
145,000) donation from Germany’s
Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development. Another
Rs 18 lakhs (Euro 29,000) came from
the former  Auwroville = Coastal
Development Centre and 12 lakhs (Euro
19,300) had been raised in Germany,
mostly from friends and relatives of the
Institute’s executives.

The Auroville Institute of Applied
Technology was formerly known as
“The Auroville Industrial School’. “A
name change became necessary when
we started training students according
to the curricula of the Tamil Nadu State
Council of Vocational Training
(SCVT), as well as the all-India
National Council of Vocational
Training (NCVT),” explains Lavkamad
Chandra, one of the executives.

The school is located outside
Auroville near Irumbai. The six class-
rooms of the old buildings have now
been extended with three labs, two
classrooms, a.staff room, a multipur-
pose hall, a kitchen, store and office
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rooms and a library. The computer
room now has 32 computers.

“Our main NCVT Certificates
courses are in Civil Draughtsmanship
and Electronics & Communication. We
take 19 students for each course, which
lasts two years. Other courses offered
are in computer hardware maintenance,
software applications, and modern
office management (secretary ship).The
target is the ITI (Industrial Training
Institute) certificate issued by either the
SCVT or NCVT,” says Lavkamad.
With these certificates, the students can
either start working, or continue their
studies for a bachelor degree at other
institutions if they have passed the high-
er secondary examination. Judging by
the results, the graduates have no prob-
lem finding jobs. “All our students have
found placement with good companies
such as Wipro, Reliance and Levono.
This is recognition of good education,”
says Lavkamad.

The Civil Draughtsmanship course,
accessible for students with 10th stan-
dard qualification, prepares one with all
the skills needed to know to go into
building construction. Part of the course
are visits to Auroville to show the stu-
dent new technologies such as environ-
ment-friendly building materials. Says
Lavkamad, “As our unique Auroville
touch we added ‘personality building” to

he curriculum. This
mcludes training in com-
munication, English lan-
guage, yoga, health care
and family planning.”

With a school fee of
Rs 11,000 a year as com-
pared to a minimum of Rs
50,000 a year elsewhere in
degree colleges, studying
at the Auroville Institute of
Applied Technology
comes cheap. “It’s a con-
scious  choice,”  says
Lavkamad. “Our aim is to
impart skills to the rural
youth so that they can be
self-employed or gain
employment in the local
market. But many of these
youth come from families who
do not have the money to pay
for school fees. We even offer 50%
scholarships for the needy.” Students
come from the surrounding villages, as
far away as Kalapet and Vanur.

“But the projected income won'’t
meet the school’s running expenses,”
says Lavkamad. “The German
Government grant doesn’t cover
school maintenance, and Auroville
doesn’t offer any subsidy. We plan to
meet the deficit in two ways. The first
is to offer more short-term courses.
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The newly constructed wing of the Institute of Applied Technology
designed by Auroville architect Tejaswini

Plans are afoot to offer 6-month cours-
es for students from families that live
below the poverty line. These courses
will be financed by the Tamil Nadu
Government. For this we will offer our
own certificates.”

The second way is to raise dona-
tions. “So far, we have been success-
ful.” He gives the example of the
Indian Cognizant foundation set up by
Chennai IT companies, which donated
9 lakhs rupees to help finance the com-

puters. “We also have good contacts in
Germany. Students of  the
Kaufinannische  Lehranstalten  in
Bremerhaven, for example, have made
the gesture of donating their one-day
earnings for scholarships for our stu-
dents. Other German organisations
support us as well. We hope that this
will continue.”
In conversation with Carel
(For more information, visit
www.aiat.org.in)




| SRI AUROBINDO AND THE WORLD |

Sri Aurobindo's statue unveiled at UNESCO

n 16 September 2009, Mr. Koichiro

Matsuura, Director-General of UNESCO

joined Mr. Rameshwar Pal Agrawal, the

Secretary for Education of the

Government of India, and Dr. Karan
Singh, Chairman of the Auroville Foundation, to unveil
a bronze statue of Sri Aurobindo at UNESCO’s head-
quarters premises in Paris. Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan, India’s
representative to UNESCO’s Executive Board and Ms.
Bhaswati Mukherjee, India’s Ambassador to UNESCO,
also participated in the ceremony.

Observing that the crises that the world is facing not
only economic and financial, but moral, ethical, and
spiritual, Mr Matsuura said “The teachings of Sri
Aurobindo, who will forever be associated with the
founding of Auroville, the unique international township
founded as a place where people from different cultural,
educational and political backgrounds could work
together towards their common goal of human unity and
sustainable living, resonate particularly strongly as we
search for long-term solutions. Last year, we celebrated
Auroville’s 40th anniversary with a Round Table and
culfural performance in this very room. Dr Vatsyayan
and other Members of the Executive Board have
observed in recent days that the crises we are traversing
at present are not only economic and financial, but
moral, ethical, and spiritual. The teachings of Sri
Aurobinde, and the model provided by Auroville, res-
onate particularly strongly as we search for long-term
solutions to these crises.”

Following the unveiling ceremony, Mr Matsuura
inaugurated a cultural performance. A small quartet of
Aurovilians and Ashramites joined in chanting a music
suite, composed for the occasion by Shoba Mitra of the
Sri Aurobindo Ashram, followed by a 45-minutes
Bharata Natyam dance recital by a group from Chennai.

The statue is situated in the yard of the UNESCO
Annexe at some 800 metres from the main building, fac-
ing Rue Frangois Bonvin. Members of the public won't
be able to see the statue at close quarters as the entry is
strictly reserved to UNESCO’s employees and special
guests.

How it came to be

“Nobody knows how this came to be,” says Lalit

Verma, the nmiaker of the statue of Sri Aurobindo. “We

have always been told that as a matter of policy,

UNESCO doesn’t allow statues of people of national

______importance to be put up in its premises; for if they give

permission to one country, they’ll have to do the same

for others. But Sri Aurobindo somehow passed. Is it
because Sri Aurobindo exceeds national boundaries?”

OprPeN ForRuUM
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Mr. Koichiro Matsuura, Director-General of UNESCO (centre), flanked by Mr. M'Bow, former
Director General of UNESCO (left) and Dr. Karan Singh, Chairman of the Auroville
Foundation (right) with the statue of Sri Aurobindo at UNESCO's headquarters in Paris.

For Lalit, the idea of having Sri Aurobindo’s statue
at UNESCO came to him when he did the first cast of
the statue for the Parliament House in New Delhi (see
Auroville Today #212, October 2006) “At that time I
wondered if we shouldn’t also cast a statue for some
place outside India. Then the idea of UNESCO came to
me, for UNESCO’s ideals on human unity come close
to Sri Aurobindo’s. But everybody told us it was impos-
sible. Yet we decided to make the cast. For over 2 years,
that particular statue was kept in storerooms of the India
International Centre for the Arts in New Delhi.

This statue of Sri Aurobindo is one of'six. “The first
statue was installed in the House of Parliament of India;
the second in the Sri Aurobindo Bhavan in Calcutta; the
third in a diamond factory of a devotee in Surat; and the
fourth in Savitri Bhavan in Auroville. The sixth is still in
my garden in Pondicherry,” says Lalit.

All of a sudden, in April this year, the news arrived
that the Director General of UNESCO had shown will-
ingness to have Sri Aurobindo’s statue at UNESCO. “1
was dumbstruck,” says Lalit. “I contacted Ms. Bhaswati

Mukherjee, who obviously was the person behind this
development. 1 thanked her and observed that it was a
great honour for my guru to be there. Pat came the reply
that it was a great honour for UNESCO to have Sri
Aurobindo’s presence!” The statue was installed on
August 16th, and the inauguration scheduled for one
month later. “Quite remarkable, actually,” says Lalit.
“August 16th marks the independence day of
Pondicherry — independence from the French!
“Evidently, many people at some point in time
helped to get this realised. There is a beautiful Bengali
song that says, “The Lord does all himself, but all of us
feel we do it.” T believe that it happened because Sri
Aurobindo chose to be there now.” Does he feel that the
inauguration of this statue carries a special meaning? T
certainly do,” replies Lalit. For me, this is an assurance
that Satyva yuga, the legendary Golden Age or Age of
Truth, has arrived and that Kali yuga, the era of moral
decent and spiritual bleakness in which we have been
living so far, has finally come to an end.”
Carel

A new approach to sustainability

p to now. Auroville’
development has
been, by and large, a
spontaneous develop-
ment; each person
was able to enjoy the freedom that
. the lack of central organization
implied, and find his/her unique
way of being part of this unconven-
tional experiment. This phase in
Auroville’s development seems to
have reached its full capacity.
Economically, it becomes more and
more difficult to cater for the basic
needs of 2000 inhabitants, while
socially it is no longer a small group
of pioneers willing to share the
same plate.

Auroville’s social and physical
complexity is about to increase and
Auroville should get ready to enter
this new, perhaps less spontaneous
and more “conscious,” phase of its
development. “Conscious” here
doesn’t have to mean more rules and
regulations, only a collective con-
sensus on a way to utilise the new
possibilities which face Auroville. It
is perhaps at the unique point that
complexity scientists so beautifully
describe as “the edge of chaos” —a
critical point in any complex sys-
tem’s development — that can lead
either to complete chaos or to a new,
more advanced, stage in a system’s
development pattern.

The spontaneous process of any
society’s development can be
described as “subconscious” in that
it is carried out before a conscious
understanding has been fully
acquired. Some Aurovilians think
there is no need to plan Auroville’s
development and that the whole idea

is to let unorganised activities spon-
taneously create the society and the
city’s structure. But when Mother
was approached with the idea that
“many in Auroville say that an orga-
nized working is not desirable in
Auroville; they are for spontaneous
working,” She responded: “sponta-
neous work can be done only by a
man of genius. Is there anyone
claiming fo be a genius?”

In fact, the central characteris-
tic that most clearly distinguishes
development from other forms of
social change is organization. The
essential nature of the process is
the progressive development of
social organizations and institu-
tions that harness and direct the
social energies for higher levels of
accomplishment.

So how can Auroville move
from a spontaneous, “subconscious”
process of gradual development into
a more organized, “conscious” and
possibly more rapid development
process? How can it develop an
organizational structure which is
flexible enough without leading to
complete chaos?

The way in which Auroville is
currently organized can be the tool
or obstacle for its further develop-
ment. A new energy or will for
change, in itself, is not enough to
drive this change forward. It should
be accompanied by an appropriate
organizational structure that can
accommodate it. It is therefore
important for Auroville to invest
some time and energy in defining a
new organizational structure for
itself that can enable it to rise fo its
next level of development.

From our point of
view, ecological plan-
ning is firstly about
recognizing the orga-
nizational vitality of a
place. This requires at
the same time a possi-
bility to experience
the place as “an insid-
er,” as well as an abil-
ity to systematically
analyse it as an
observer. We began
by dividing the collective into three
fields of reference: the physical, the
social and the natural. In the physical
infrastructure we identified: architec-
ture, waste, water, energy, mobility,
communication, food and housing. In
the social infrastructure we identi-
fied: health, education, economy,
culture, communication, spiritual
development, governance and vil-
lages. And in the natural environ-
ment we identified: farms, forests,
Land and horticulture.

We believe that merely recog-
nizing one’s position within and in
relation to the whole system that is
Auroville can make a difference.
Simply by becoming aware of one’s
‘role’ within the whole one’s per-
spective can change. A second step
in ecological mapping is to become
aware not only of one’s position
within the whole but also of one’s
relationships with the other parts
that compose the same whole.

The main assumption is that
increased  connectivity implies
increased sustainability. Systems
thinking, ecological philosophy and
complexity sciences all teach us that
the connections between the parts of

Alon Yakolchik and Batel Dinur with their baby

a system are the “essence” of that
system, its vital force. The more
connections that exist between the
different parts and different levels,
the more resilient the system is con-
sidered to be — i.e. more sustainable.

Now, how does all of this relate
to town planning and to Auroville’s
future planning in particular? The
main idea is to shift the focus of
attention from investment in isolated
projects, which together compose
Auroville’s physical, social and nat-
ural landscape, into an investment in
interlinking projects. What does this
mean in reality?

Firstly, and most importantly, it
entails reaching a consensus about
the future line of development for
Auroville. Secondly, we suggest that
as a substitute for planning rules and
regulations in Auroville there be
guidelines for anyone who wishes to
develop a new or already existing
project. These guidelines will pro-
mote increased connectivity with
other Auroville projects. Planning
permission will then be based on the
contribution of the project to the
larger whole.

Alon Yakolchik and Batel Dinur
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In brief

Land consolidation
The Working Committee has
appealed to all Aurovilians,
Newcomers and Friends of
Auroville who own land within the
Master Plan area to make these
lands relatable to Auroville. The
Working Committee also issued a
public statement asking Aurovilians
not to be associated in any way
with land brokerage in Auroville.

i Coundil
The Working Committee reported
on its efforts to create a regional
development council that will
include the Collector as Chairman,
the Deputy Superintendent of
Police, the Secretary, Auroville
Foundation, the Tahsildar, the
Panchayat Presidents of the sur-
rounding villages, Working Com-
mittee representatives and others.
This council will address issues of
security, land-related topics, and
concerns regarding non-Auroville
guesthouses and businesses.

Security issues

In a meeting with the Collector and
Superintendent of Police (SP), it
was agreed to create a police out-
post in Kuyilapalayam on a plot of
land allocated by the Auroville
Foundation. Auroville will assist in
building the outpost. The SP agreed
to look into the issue of unregis-
tered/private guest houses and
other commercial enterprises on
the Auroville periphery.

FAMC work-plan

The Funds and Assets Manage-
ment Committee has outlined its
work plan for the period September
2009 - April 2010. It aims to
achieve an equitable economy by
encouraging a simple life style for all
in Auroville and asking those with
large personal means to align their
life-styles accordingly. Other objec-
tives are: to reduce the amount of
cash circulating in Auroville; to pro-
mote housing with collective funds
for those who do not have personal
means and work full time for
Auroville; to improve the environ-
ment for commerce so that new
enterprises can grow; to work
towards a self-sustaining economy;
to raise the level of collective disci-
pline; and to set-up new services
that would ease the life of
Aurovilians and make possible the
pursuit of activities that promote
personal growth.

Medhananda archives
On  September 15th, the
Medhananda Archive in the Savitri
Bhavan Reading Room was inau-
gurated. A note on Auroville by
Medhananda was shared: “What s
important in the experiment
'Auroville’ is not the possibility of
discovering a clever new way of
organizing human communal life. It
is the possibility of a first step
beyond man. Even if this step is fal-
tering, it does not matter. What
matters is that for the first time man
tries out if evolution itself can
evolve, whether man and thinking
and common sense are faorever his
final limitations. A clever organiza-
tion, an illusive success of common
life, would be the end of the experi-
ment. As long as mental endeav-
ours fail, there is hope. There were
many pious communities in the past
trying to build the city of God, who
succeeded to live peacefully togeth-
er for some time. A success of such
a kind would be a catastrophe for
Auroville. The oneness which Sri
Aurobindo explored was not to be
imposed by rules and regulations or
saintly behaviour. Only a sudden
mutation can take us beyond man.
Auroville is such a force-field for
mutation. So don’t expect to find
here bigger potatoes.”
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Auroville’s Environmental Monitoring Service

Auroville's ‘municipal’ laboratory for water, soil and food analysis is located in Aurobrindavan.

hat’s the gas chromatograph.
‘ ‘ We use it to detect trace
amounts of chemical com-
pounds in samples. That

machine over there is the
atomic absorption spectrophotometer which we
use mainly to detect metals, including arsenic and
mercury, in different substances. This is the UV-
visible scanning spectrophotometer. These three
machines are our star performers. Then, of course,
we have the usual equipment in our microbiologi-
cal and chemical testing rooms,” says Igor, who
runs Auroville’s Environmental Monitoring
Service (EMS).

“I like chemistry,” he explains. “In my child-
hood I was experimenting with stuff from chemical
instruction kits. Later I majored in chemical biolo-
gy at the University of Odessa, and then worked in

a Ukrainian research institute. But I had also been”

touched by The Mother and Sri Aurobindo. After
peresiroika, 1 got involved with publishing in
Ukrainian the short biography of Sri Aurobindo by
Peter Heechs and books of Mother and Sri
Aurobindo. This brought me to Pondicherry. I vis-
ited three or four times, came to know about
Auroville and finally decided to join.”

That was in 1993. He met former Aurovilian
Ardhendu who had the idea to start a “municipal’
laboratory. “Ardhendu was concerned about the
quality of food and water. This was the work I had
been involved with in the Ukraine, so [ knew what
to do. At the time some units like the Health
Centre, Village Action, the Water Service and
Palmyra were ready to support such an idea. With
help of all these units we managed to start a labora-
tory.” After brief stints in the Auroville Health
Centre and the Centre for Scientific Research, the
laboratory was finally welcomed in the
Aurobrindavan complex. “We are located in a for-
mer residential area, which is really unsuitable,”
says Igor. “But the advantage is that we are on the
main road from Pondicherry to Tindivanam, so our
clients can easily find us.”

The laboratory’s development

The laboratory slowly developed.
In 2002 it received a boost. The Asia
Urbs programme [see Auroville
Today # 159, April 2002] mentioned
the necessity of a Municipal
Laboratory for Auroville and funding
was allocated. “We were able to buy
some very good state-of-the-art
instruments, including the three
machipes I just showed,” says Igor.
“And with these instruments, our
work could finally start on a serious
footing. At present six people, includ-
ing two M.Sc. microbiologists, one
M.Sc. chemist, field workers and a
lab assistant work at EMS.”

For a small laboratory, EMS
offers a staggeringly wide range of

" tests [see box]. “Tt is a survival strate-

gy,” explains Igor. “We are a ‘self-
supporting Auroville service’ which means that we
don’t receive any funding from Auroville. We have
to manage on our own. The best way to do this is to
offer a wide range of tests for outside clients, and
gradually increase our clientele. The income from
the outside clients also enables us to provide free
tests for public bodies in Auroville, such as the
Matrimandir, the Solar Kitchen, Pour Tous, Pitanga,
the kindergartens and some schools, while commer-
cial restaurants, guest houses and commercial units
are charged only a minimal fee for our work.”

Water and ground water testing

A major element of that work involves water.
“In the past we did many chemical and microbio-
logical examinations of wastewater systems in
Auroville in order to assess which treatment sys-
tem functioned best and also to find if a system had
developed a fault. Today, we mainly test potable
water,” says Igor. “Most important here are the
micro-biological tests to determine the presence of
bacteria which are indicator of water quality, such
as total coliforms and E. coli. The microbiological
parameters of water can change quite quickly,
often due to things like not properly cleaning the
storage tank, wrong placement of the tank lid or not
closing the overflow pipe with mesh. Also sponta-
neous breaks occur in the distribution network due
to earth movements or root intrusion. That’s why
regular testing is necessary.” Tests are done in
accordance with Indian Standard IS 10 500-1991.

EMS also tests the chemical components of

groundwater. “We just finished a test of the
groundwater pumped up by a new bore well at the
Matrimandir,” he says. Asked about the quality of
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Auroville’s groundwater, Igor replies that it is
good. “Our groundwater is clean. In many parts of
India the groundwater is affected by high levels of
fluoride or arsenic caused by the soil chemistry of
that area, but Auroville is free of this.”
Groundwater, he says, is also unlikely to be conta-
minated by pesticides. “This type of contamination
you only find in open water, such as in ponds or an

A chemical analysis in progress

open well.” Contamination due to domestic pollu-
tion is practically non-existent. “We have encoun-
tered only one case, and that was in the past. A
shallow well, which was operated by a hand pump,

“had been situated too close to a septic tank and

there was faecal contamination. But this was

Igor at Auroville's Environmental Monitoring Service

the pollution was so heavy that it was almost raw
sewage floating past. But if the current went south,
there was hardly any pollution. This explains why
people sometimes suffered from skin irritations
after swimming in the sea.”

Testing food items

An Auroville authority, says Igor, should not
only monitor sea water and issue warnings and
notices but also ensure the quality of Auroville
foods. “They should provide us with samples of
food items taken randomly from the shelves at
Pour Tous or from restaurants for testing.” He
gives the example of aflatoxins. “Aflatoxins are the
number one food poison, with carcinogenic
propensities that will attack the liver. They are
often found in raw peanuts. It is now standard prac-
tice for Naturellement [an Auroville food producer,
eds.] to supply us with a sample of a batch of
peanuts before purchasing it. We test it — this takes
2 hours — and give the results and then they decide.
So we can guarantee that Naturellement’s peanut
butter is aflatoxin free. But we can’t give this state-
ment for other nut butters produced in Auroville.
Similarly, we do not know about the quality of the
jams and other foodstuffs made in Auroville.”

The absence of funding by a central Auroville
Health authority makes is difficult for EMS to test
specific food products, such as milk, for adulter-
ation and the presence of pesticide residues. “There
are many different forms of pesticide residues such
as organophosphate pesticides, organochlorine
pesticides, carbamate and pyrethroid pesticides,
each of which requires a different system of tests.
We have the machines and ability to do all tests

required, but we lack the finances,” says Igor. He
explains, “to do those tests we need a certain
amount of chemicals, which only come in rather
large qualities. So if we need 50 mg of a certain
chemical, and they sell it in packets of 500 gram at
Rs 3,000 and it has a shelf life of 1 year, and you do
one test a year for which you charge Rs 100, it
obviously does not make sense. A normal munici-
pal laboratory would work with a substantial bud-
get provided by the municipality. But we are self-
supporting, and as we lack the money, we have
decided not to do these tests.”

Views on the future

How good is the EMS? Igor laughs. “What we
do can only be done in Chennai — nowhere around
here do similar facilities exist. Judging by the
increasing number of outside clients, I would say
that our reputation is pretty good.” Amongst those
clients are producers of spirulina from all over
India and from France, to whom EMS offers a
standard package of microbiological and chemical
tests to assess compliance with Indian and
International standards. Other products that are
tested are soaps, essential oils and cosmetics. EMS
also does soil and compost tests, and — surprisingly
— tests the quality of tea. Igor explains. “There is a
company in Calcutta which has six tea gardens.
One day they discovered that the test results of
their own laboratories had been tampered with.
They employed us. Now we test about 150 samples
of soil, compost and tea a year. They send it by
courier service.”

Research and certification

It is normal for laboratories also to do

arare case.” P4

The situation, however, is different on
the beaches. “There we have found evi-
dence of saltwater intrusion in the aquifer,
probably due to over-pumping. The prob-
lem seems to continue and is getting
worse. This will create problems in
future,” he says.

The absence of a central Auroville
Health Authority

Does he make his findings public? “We
have a problem here,” admits Igor. “We call
ourselves a ‘Municipal Laboratory’ but we
lack a client body to report to. We would
like to be able to do tests on the instruction

‘Testing facilities at EMS

+ Potable water quality analysis (chemical constituency,
presence of toxic substances, microbiological analysis)

« Efficiency of drinking water purification systems

+ Waste water quality analysis

» Efficiency of waste water purification systems

+ Ground water quality analysis

« Sea water quality analysis

« Irrigation water quality analysis

+ Bathing water quality analysis

+ Concentration of impurities in mixing water of concrete

« Sanitary parasitology

«+ Assessment of metals in water, sludge, food etc.

research. EMS is no exception. “We are
doing research into specific coatings on
drinking water filter candles to remove
viruses. Normal candles remove solid parti-
cles and harmful bacteria such as E. coli,
Salmonella and Streptococcus; but they
don’t remove viruses. This is a real chal-
lenge, and very complicated. The work is in
mid-stage, and we are not sure of any
results. Whatever we come up with is being
tested by a laboratory in The Netherlands,”
says [gor.

Though well-known, EMS has so far
avoided being ‘officially certified.” “Very
few clients ask us for it and there seems to
be no immediate necessity,” says Igor. “To

+ Soil analysis (fertility, micronutrients)

+ Compost analysis

+ Manure and biosolids analysis

+ Biofertilizer quality assessment

+ Qils and fats analysis

+ Soap analysis

+ Cosmetics analysis (creams, lotions, shampoos, powders)

+ Food analysis (energy contents, microbiological analysis,
presence of vitamin B 12, presence of heavy metals such
as lead and cadmium, mercury, iron, zinc and arsenic)

+ Spirulina analysis (chemical and microbiological tests)

of an ‘authority” in Auroville whose task it
would be to ensure the quality of water and
foods, a kind of Auroville Health Authority,
to whom we would supply our data for fur-
ther action. But it doesn’t exist.”

He gives the quality of the seawater as
an example. “Just to satisfy our own curiosi-
ty we tested seawater along the coast from
Pondicherry to Quiet, to Repos and further
up north to Sri Ma. Depending on the direc-
tion of the current, we found high levels of
contamination. If the flow was north, the sea
carried a lot of faecal pollution. Sometimes K

be officially recognized, we would need a
proper building, not one where the paint is
peeling from the wall like here. We also
_decided against going for it, as it is quite
cumbersome and expensive. But it may
happen in future, if EMS grows into a larg-
er organisation.” Is he interested in expand-
ing the laboratory? “Actually no,” he
laughs. “I joined Auroville for spiritual rea-
sons, not to run a large laboratory with
many employees and international connec-
tions! But let’s see!”

In conversation with Carel

For more information, contact: ems@auroville. org.inj
















