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Is Auroville bando its threatened beach

communities?

One of the houses at Repos has collapsed on to the beach, others are
threatened. Meanwhile, part of the beach at Quiet continues to disap-
pear. Why is this happening? What can be done about it?

n the late 1980s, the Pondicherry

Government constructed a new harbour

south of the town. As part of the new har-

bour, two long breakwaters were built info

the sea. The two breakwaters interfered with
the natural process of sand movement and replen-
ishment. As a result, the beaches south of the new
harbour have grown considerably at the immense
cost of the beaches to the north, which are now
being starved of sand and are eroding catastrophi-
cally.

The erosion of the coast to the north did not
happen by accident. Those responsible for design-
ing the new Pondicherry harbour knew that the har-
bour would upset the natural movement of sand
with disastrous consequences. Consequently, an
elaborate sand by-passing and beach nourishment
strategy, consisting of dredgers, pipelines and a
long, undersea tunnel were put into place to mitigate
the erosion that the harbour would cause. However,
this elaborate system was rarely used.

As a result, in little more than a decade all six
kilometres of the beach of Pondicherry town disap-
peared. As the erosion proceeded northwards, rocky
seawalls were erected to protect the coastal villages.
Today a seawall extends all the way from
Aryankuppam in the south of Pondicherry to
Kottakuppam in the north.

However, these seawalls merely transferred the
erosion process further north. Soon the adjacent
coastal villages were losing beaches and homes to
the sea. In response, the Tamil Nadu Government
constructed first more seawalls and later a number
of groynes — rock walls extending into the sea —to
protect these villages. The first groynes built in
2005 were small, but in 2007 much longer groynes
were built on either side of Thandirayankuppam vil-
lage, just south of Quiet. These groynes created a
whole new cycle of accelerated erosion which par-
ticularly affects the Auroville communities of Quiet
and Repos and the neighbouring villages. Until
2007 Quiet and its neighbouring village had a 70
metre wide beach which was used for drying fish,
docking boats and recreation. Within three years the

beach had almost completely gone,
together with more than 25 homes in the
village and the compound wall of the
Quiet Healing Centre.

The present situation

Today, the beach community of
Repos is hardest hit. The invading sea has
washed away the beach and destroyed the
perimeter fence three times in the past
eight months: each time a new fence had
to be erected inside the old boundary. One
of the permanent houses has collapsed on
to what is left of the beach, while part of
the former Sun Bliss Café is hanging over
the edge. “We survived the cyclone,” says
Bhaga, whose own house is now a precar-
ious four metres from the sea, “but in June
we had big waves and we lost a lot of land.
If those conditions had continued, my
house would now be in the sea.
Fortunately there was a lull, but now we
see the erosion has begun again.”

In Quiet the picture is a little more
complicated. Here, the annual erosion rate
since 2007 has been 15 — 20 metres. However,
writes Guy, “The present figures show that the
beach along the southern part of Quiet (where the
residences are) has so far further decreased this year
by about 13.5 metres and will be under threat till the
end of October. The beach along the northern part
of Quiet (parking/reception/therapy centre) has
more or less stood its ground this year with a mini-
mal loss of 3 metres at the level of the beach gate
and no loss so far at the level of the parking and
reception. However, as this part of the beach will be
under threat until the end of December, and espe-
cially during the winter monsoon rains, there is no
way to predict whether or at what rate the erosion
will continue.”

In fact, as sea walls have now been erected in
the village to the north, Quiet now experiences ero-
sion from both the south and the north.

Appie, whose house in Quiet is now close to the

sea, has already contacted the Housing Service to
explore options for rehabilitation. Other residents

are no doubt considering it. The neighbouring vil--

lages have also suffered greatly. “The fishing peo-
ple have lost their livelihood,” says Vasu, who
comes from a fishing family but joined Auroville
many years ago and lives in Repos. “Basically the
beach is finished — we have lost more than 600
metres of beach — so the fishermen have nowhere to
put their boats and many of their houses have beei.
falling into the sea. Finally, we got a small seawall
constructed in the village but it doesn’t help because
when the waves are strong they go underneath it.
Also now the fishermen have nowhere to put their
boats and nets.”

What can be done?

“There’s no easy, readymade solution because
it is such a complex issue,” says Filio, a member of

Photo top: House in Repos which has toppled on the beach. Photo below: The collapsed platform of the
village cremation ground adjacent to Quiet. Beyond It, at the edge of the sea, can be seen a line of tyres,
the remnants of a previous, unsuccessful attempt by Quiet to control erosion of the seashore.

the local NGO, PondyCAN, who, having studied
coastal management, is documenting the problem
of coastal erosion here. The latest news is that the
Tamil Nadu Government is proposing to construct a
series of groynes, beginning near Quiet and stretch-
ing up to Pillaichavady to the north. “However,
groynes and seawalls just pass the buck,” says Filio,
“causing serious erosion to the north of these inter-
ventions.” In fact, it is estimated that a deficit of a
few million cubic metres of sand has been created
on this coastline by the construction of the harbour
breakwaters and existing groynes. This deficit cre-
ates an erosion ‘hot spot” which migrates north at a
rate of about 1-2 kilometres a year. This year,
Repos is bearing the brunt of it, but the beaches to
the north are already suffering: the Pondicherry
University beach has been reduced by about 10
metres over the past year.
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Is Auroville abandoning its threatened beach communities?

continued from page 1

“Groynes, particularly along this
coast where there is a predominant one-
directional movement of sand, are a
particular problem,” says Filio. “We
did a rough calculation and found that for
every square metre of beach created on
one side of a groyne, four square metres
of beach are lost on the other side.
Groynes here are therefore destroying
more coastal environment than they are
protecting.”

This may be so. But the residents of
Quiet and Repos are willing to consider
anything now, including groynes and
seawalls. “When it comes to survival,”
says Guy, “you go for whatever measure
will give you a chance of success.”
Bhaga agrees. “We have been waiting
for a solution for years and nothing has
materialised. Now, I won’t reject any-
thing. I will take whatever is available
which will act immediately.”

“In a worst case scenario, which is
what Repos is facing today,” admits
Filio, “a seawall is probably the only
option, preferably made out of geotubes
(strong geotextile tubes filled with sand
to hold the sand in place eds.) because
they obstruct sand flow less than
groynes, and can be easily dismantled if
the erosion stops or even reverses. In the longer
term, however, this is not a solution. The only solu-
tion is to reverse the process of erosion on this
coastline by allowing the maximum amount of
sand to flow naturally along the coast. This would
then allow the beaches to form again.”

The key to reversing erosion is sand replenish-
ment. In fact, for the whole of last year the
Pondicherry Government has been dredging the
harbour mouth. However, instead of returning this
sand to the sea so that the northern beaches would
be replenished, it dumped it on the land. “We're
talking of 150,000 cubic metres of sand,” says
Filio, “which would go some way towards replen-
ishing these beaches. Now, at last, we have per-
suaded them to start putting it in the sea.”

Challenges

There are problems with this approach, howev-
er. While governments have a defined tendering
process for building groynes and seawalls, no clear
tendering process seems to be in place for the
dumping of sand in the sea; there is no rate fixed for
this work. “To replenish the beaches the govern-
ment agencies have to create, to a certain extent, a
new system,” explains Filio, “but governments pre-
fer to do business as usual. And, of course, the con-
struction of groynes and seawalls is profitable for
some people. There’s big money involved (a groyne
costs about one crore rupees to construct) and once
you build one, you have to keep building them. So
there are a lot of people interested in retaining the
present approach.”

Beach area gained (yeliow - 29,000 m?2) and lost (red - 102,000 m?2). Quiet community is marked in
purple. Picture from The Challenged Coast of India, a report prepared by PondyCAN.
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The disruption of littoral drift caused by the groyne at Thandirayankuppam, south of Quiet, causes beach accretion to the south and beach

erosion to the north of the groyne. Aerial panoramic view, photo taken by kite on September 16, 2012

Another challenge is that while a new coastline
will eventually stabilize naturally, sand nourish-
ment in the region of 400,000 cubic metres a year
will have to continue, day in day out, for many
years. Who will pay for this? The present dredging
work at the harbour has been paid for by the World
Bank but they will not continue to underwrite this
work.

“The yearly cost of dredging at the harbour is
about 10 crores,” explains Filio. “So either you
keep spending that money in sand replenishment or
you will have to spend it along the coast every year
in building new seawalls and groynes caused by the
continuing erosion. Either way, the money has to
be spent, but in the case of sand replenishment you
get the beaches back, along with all the benefits,
whereas with seawalls and groynes you only get
more structures which cause more problems.”

Yet another problem is that along this stretch of
coastline parcels of Pondicherry and Tamil Nadu
land alternate, meaning that the two State
Governments have to cooperate to come up with
joint solutions. This has not happened so far. And
then there is the attitude of the local fishermen.
While they reject sea walls because they limit
access to the beach, they want groynes to protect
their beaches. “They don’t consider the damage
these groynes do further up the coast,” explains
Vasu, “they just want an immediate solution.” Filio
also points out that as many fishermen now have
mechanized boats, they may anticipate that a
groyne today can be converted into a convenient
small fishing harbour tomorrow.
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In other words, educating people about the
problems associated with seawalls and groynes and
the benefits of replenishment is a key factor in
changing the present mindset. Beach replenish-
ment is increasingly common in the West where
beaches are valued for their tourist and economic
potential. Filio mentions the example of Miami
which lost its beaches in the 1970s, leading to the
collapse of the hotel industry. “Then they started
nourishing the beaches and now they are back.
Today the amount of money spent on beach nour-
ishment is only 1% of the revenue earned from
beach tourism. These are the kinds of argument we
have to make to the authorities here.”

“In the end,” he adds, “it’s all a matter of num-
bers. At present, only a handful of us are putting
pressure on the authorities to replenish the beaches,
but we need more support. More and more people
have to want the beaches restored and to push for
this option. If this destruction continues, those who
have lost land and homes are likely to take the
authorities to court, allthough particularly the poor
and marginalized, tend to be resigned to the disas-
ters put upon them. But we can’t go on destroying
the coast for ever. However, we may be approach-
ing a tipping-point. The former Pondicherry
Government floated a tender to restore Pondy’s
beaches and The National Institute of Ocean
Technology and other governmental agencies are
taking an interest in solving this problem, so I’'m
not completely discouraged: there is a progressive
trend and the pieces are slowly coming together.”

Disheartening

All this is scant comfort for the
residents of Repos and Quiet who
have waited years for something to
happen. “Tt’s very disheartening,”
says Guy, “because we have put a lot
of effort into trying to solve the prob-
lem but nothing gets implemented.
The National Institute of Ocean
Technology has been studying our sit-
uation for years, but they are an advi-
sory body, not an implementing
authority. They are extremely careful
in their recommendations because
they are afraid that if they come up
with a proposal that causes problems
they will get the blame for it.”

“We don’t know why nothing is
moving,” says Vasu. “For more than
three or four years I have been run-
ning on behalf of the villagers to the
government and other agencies, but
nothing seems to happen. In the vil-
lages so many houses have been lost,
so many people’s livelihoods have
been destroyed, but all we get are
vague promises.”

But what about Auroville and the
Auroville Foundation? Could they do
more to help?

Bhaga confirms that individual
Aurovilians have been very support-
ive after the cyclone last year. Guy
mentions that the International
Advisory Council always expressed
its deep concern about the problem.
“However,” he says, “I don’t think the

Auroville Foundation has exerted sufficient pres-
sure to get things done, and our contacts with the
deciding authorities within the Tamil Nadu
Government are virtually non-existent, Also, we’ve
gathered that protecting our beach communities is
not a priority for Auroville; you could even say that
some Aurovilians are psychologically writing them
off.”

Bhaga believes this would be a major mistake.
“The beaches were an integral part of Mother’s
overall vision of Auroville; they cannot be valued
only from a financial point of view. The tourists
who come to stay here are not the same as those
who go to Goa or to Kovalam. Many have been dis-
ciples of Sri Aurobindo and Mother for a long time
and they want a different atmosphere, one that is
elevating and conducive to the spiritual states they

are after. This is the new direction we want to take

in Repos. [ wouldn’t fight for the survival of this
place, or of my house, if their future contributions
to Auroville’s life weren’t openly in line with the
Truth that Auroville must manifest more and
more.”

But where is the money for the restoration of
our beaches to come from? Last year, Quiet looked
closely into constructing a geotube seawall on its
own land. Finally, they rejected it as too experimen-
tal and beyond its means — they were quoted 40
lakh rupees for a stretch of only 80 metres. Is
Auroville able to fund these kind of protective mea-
sures? If not, who can? In fact, the FAMC, which is
responsible for managing Auroville’s assets, feels
helpless. They wrote in a recent meeting report, “It
was acknowledged that Auroville, in and of itself,
can not ‘do’ anything to protect these assets as it
[the adjoining beach where the protective measures
have to be taken, eds] is not Auroville land per se”.

The residents of the affected beach communi-
ties, however, are not about to give up. Bhaga, for
example, has also been exploring less conventional
solutions, like asking friends around the world to
concentrate inwardly upon protecting Repos. “It
was incredible. When the waves were at their most
destructive, people united in their consciousness
and produced an energy field strong enough to have
an effect — the very next morning the situation
changed. Within three days, the ocean was back to
normal.”

At a recent meeting with Filio, representatives
of the affected communities agreed that beach
replenishment is a priority as it benefits everyone —
the Auroville beach communities, the fishermen
and beachgoers, as well as the environment; influ-
ential friends and experts should be mobilised to
pressure the authorities; and a solid technical pro-
posal which is financially-viable should be present-
ed to the government. [t was also suggested that a
pilot project be set up at Repos as a demonstration
site of what could be done in the interim with ‘soft’
technology.

Is Guy heartened by these suggestions?

“Whatever is recommended or promised I will
only believe it when I see it happening,” he says.
“Actually, I think Auroville’s priority now should
be to work with the Tamil Nadu Government for
immediate protection in whatever way is feasible.
After all, the choice of technology is not in our
hands: they have to decide. We can only hope they
make a wise choice. And soon.”

Alan
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ver since Cyclone Thane,

Auroville’s forests have

been full of fallen trees.

The foresters saw, collect

and make impressive log-
piles. Even more impressive are the log-
piles that Alok, on behalf of the cyclone
relief team, has made with the fallen
trees collected from the Auroville com-
munities and un-stewarded lands. What
do we do with all that wood? “We have
been selling quite a lot but the prices are
no longer interesting,” he says. “Also,
with the excessive heat this summer the
logs are drying out making them lighter
and their prices are going down. We
need to look for another solution.”

“That solution,” says Dr. Deoyani
Sarkhot, “is to convert all the wood we
can’t use into biochar.” Biochar, she
explains, is charcoal which is obtained
when wood or any other biomass is
heated in the absence of air, without
burning. This causes water and other
materials to be driven from the wood.
Charcoal is the substance that remains,
in mass about 30% of the original input,
but with many times its value. “If we
burn 3 kg of wood we get about 1 kg of
charcoal. Auroville is selling firewood
for less than Rs 2 per kilo, while the
charcoal goes for Rs 15 per kilo,” she
explains. And contrary to wood, char-
coal can be stored for a long time, so it’s
possible to wait for the best price.

The uses of charcoal are legion: for
cooking, for water purification, in medi-
cine, as industrial and metallurgical fuel,
in incense and soap making, for room
heating, and much more. But Deoyani’s
interest goes further. She wants
Auroville to use charcoal to improve its
soil. Some experiments have already
been done in this regard; for example by
Bernard and Deepika in Pebble Garden,
but Deoyani wants to make it a common
practice in Auroville farms and forests.

Deoyani knows what she is talking
about. Her research for the last ten years
focused on soil carbon and has led to a
Ph.D. in soil science from the University
of Florida followed by post-doctoral
research projects, including one on
biochar as a soil amendment. at the
University of California.

In April this year Deoyani joined
Auroville. “I came across Sri
Aurobindo’s philosophy in 1999. It
appealed to me at a very deep level. In
2002, 1 first came to Auroville for a field
project. I came to love this place, and
now, hopefully, I will be here for good
.and be a part of this experiment.” Lucas,
‘who runs Auroville’s unit EcoPro, wel-
comed her with open arms.

So what about carbon and the
Auroville’s soils? “Most of Auroville’s
agricultural soils are very poor,” she
explains. *“When compost and fertilizers
are added, most of the carbon and nutri-
ents are lost within six months. The
organic matter gets decomposed by the
microorganisms, the carbon gets lost to
the atmosphere as carbon dioxide, while
nutrients are lost by leaching and runoff.
In the Auroville forests there is more
balance between input and output of car-
bon. But in agriculture and grazing
lands, the input is never enough to com-
pensate for the output. There is always a

Photo top: Deoyani and Alok with the Adam retort
Photo below: Frank showing charcoal produced by the Iwasaki kiln
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loss as these agricultural soils don’t have
much of a holding capacity.

Terra Preta

“The idea to use carbon as a soil
amendment came following the discov-
ery of so-called Terra Preta [Poruguese

Jor black earth] soils in the Amazon
rainforests in the 1960s by a Dutch soil
scientist, Wim Sombroek. He found that
these soils produced 5-6 times higher
crop yields than the neighbouring nor-
mal soils. Researchers then discovered
that these soils were of pre-Columbian

-~

ta as agricultural inputs.

Kin 2013 to which leading researchers from India and abroad on terra preta, ecosan and biochar will be invited.

The work of EcoPro

™~

EcoPro has been promoting “Effective Microorganisms™ (EM) as a microbial inoculate for liquid and solid bio-
waste for the last thirteen years. It also has demonstrated and taught composting techniques in and around Auroville.
The unit is in contact with hundreds of farmers in the Auroville neighbourhood, providing support and consultancy
in organic farming. In the area of human waste, it has successfully introduced ecosan into village households and is
in the process of converting a village to non-flush and dry sanitation with the promotion of hygienized human excre-

EcoPro has also conducted some biochar experiments, running small trials in the use of charcoal as nutrient
absorbent and for composting. Lucas, who is also active as coordinator for educational programmes of the Auroville
Farm Group, has been running a programme on ecological agriculture in Auroville’s Future School and had visited
Bernard’s and Deepika’s Pebblegarden along with students to learn and teach biochar use in building soils.

With so many fallen trees after cyclone Thane, Lucas had stated publicly that burning of wood was definitely the
worst of all options and that charcoal making techniques should be researched and engaged in. At this point in time,
Deoyani entered the Auroville scene.

EcoPro has announced that its programme of research and development will culminate with a conference in Auroville
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origin (between 450 BCE and 950 CE)
and had been created by humans by
adding a mixture of charcoal, bones and
manure to the infertile Amazonian soil.
The combination proved to be very sta-
ble and has remained in the soil for at
least a thousand years.

This led to the study of charcoal in
soil. It was found that the porous struc-
ture of charcoal helps the soil to store
more nutrients and reduces the leaching
losses of nutrients. It also makes a good
habitat for soil microbes, improving the
overall health of the soil ecosystem.

“But fresh charcoal must first be
‘charged’, meaning that its pores have to
be filled with nutrients, before it can
function optimally. At present we are
doing it by soaking the charcoal in cattle
manure or mixing it in compost. We
have found that for each square meter of
soil we should use 1 kg of charcoal. For
house plants we recommend 2 handfuls
of charcoal per pot.”

Charcoal making

The problems with the traditional
methods of charcoal production through
open burning or in clay covered mounds
are their inefficiency and their release of
harmful gases into the atmosphere. All
over the world, efforts are now being
made to introduce sustainable tech-
niques of charcoal production, such as
better designed stoves, kilns and gasi-
fiers. Before joining Auroville’s unit
EcoPro Deoyani, on behalf of the
Janaseva Foundation in Maharashtra,
conducted a field evaluation of three
such gasifier stove designs for use in the
tribal areas of Maharashtra. One of
them, the TLUD, was found most

ood?

effective for charcoal production.

“This is a small stainless-steel gasi-
fier stove for household cooking,” she
explains. “It works with any dry bio-
mass like leaves, twigs, coconut shells
etc. While cooking you get charcoal as a
byproduct instead of ash. The cost of the
stove is Rs 2,300 at present. As the peo-
ple in the villages in Tamil Nadu use
firewood for cooking, this could be a
very interesting opportunity to earn
extra money, or use the charcoal on
their fields. The stove can handle 1 kg of
biomass at a time and replace the three-
stone chulhas which are now being
used.”

But for the needs of Auroville, big-
ger kilns are required. With funding
obtained from cyclone relief donations,
EcoPro is now testing three kilns. A
small-size kiln called Iwasaki, designed
in Japan, has been installed in
Discipline Farm. Newcomer Frank has
been operating the kiln successfully
since July. It handles about 40 kg of
wood or 20 kg of coconut husk at a
time, of which about 35-40% is being
recovered as charcoal. “Discipline farm
has an abundance of coconut husk and
they didn’t know what to do with it.
This is an ideal solution. The kiln takes
5-6 hours to run, and then they wait till
it cools down. They load the kiln in the
afternoon, by the beginning of the
evening the fire is dosed and next mom-
ing they collect the charcoal. This kiln
has already proven to be successful.”

Another kiln design, developed by
the Appropriate Rural Technology
Institute in Pune, is being installed at
Windarra. It can also handle about 40 kg
wood at a time. The largest kiln, which
is now being built in Aurosarjan com-
plex, is the Adam Retort. It can convert
a batch of 600 kg of dry wood into more
than 200kg of charcoal. Per week about
3 batches of wood can be carbonized,
which corresponds to about half'a ton of
charcoal per week. Both kilns are
expected to start functioning by the end
of October.

“The Adam retort was designed by
Chris Adams, who visited Auroville in
2004 where he developed the prototype
in CSR. It is now in use in many coun-
tries, especially in Africa where these
low-cost and low-carbon emission
retort-kilns are being promoted as an
environmentally-friendly method of
charcoal production. For India, this is
the first Adam retort to be field tested.”

However, all these kilns waste heat
while producing charcoal. “I want to
find a solution for that,” says Deoyani.
“Ideally, we should go for biomass-
gasification, with which you can gener-
ate electricity while at the same time
producing charcoal. For a large farm
like Annapurna, that would be an ideal
solution. They mill their own rice and
that of other Auroville and farms in the
bioregion and the rice husk could be
used in a biomass-gasifier, which would
save Annapurna a lot of the money cur-
rently spent on diesel for generating
electricity. Auroville already has a bio-
mass-gasifier at La Ferme, but it is
standing idle. We would like to test this
one to see if it would work.”

In conversation with Carel
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NEW PUBLICATIONS

The 2013 Auroville Calendar, with
photos by Ireno, is now available.
It is a spiral-bound wall calendar,
size 11 x 12 inches or 28 x 30.5
cm. It carries a poem on forests by
Rabindranath Tagore and an intro-
duction to Auroville. The calendar
has moon phases marked and there
is space to write notes. Price incl.
(air)mail charges: €8, US § 10.50,
Rs 295. To order contact
ireno(@auroville.org.in. For details
visit: auroville.org/calendar/

auroville calendar 2013.html.

Auroville calendar 2_013
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INTERNATIONAL ZONE

-

hood, death, suffering of our existence.

Inconscience.

bliss of immaculate Ananda.

-

Seven times seven are the planes of the Supreme Goddess, the steps of ascent and descent of
the Divine Transcendent and Universal Adya-shakti.

Above are the thrice seven supreme planes of Sat-Chit-Ananda; in between are the seven
planes of the Divine Truth and Vastness, Mahad Brahma; below are the thrice seven steps of
ascent and descent into this evolutionary world of the earth-existence.

These three gradations are successively Supermind or Truth-Mind, with its seven Suns; Life
with its seven Lotuses; Earth with its seven Jewel-Centres.

The seven Lotuses are the seven cakras of the Tantric tradition, descending and ascending
from Mind (Sahasradala, Ajna, Visuddha, Anahata) that take up Life through Life in Force
(Manipura, Swadhisthana) down to Life involved in Matter (Muladhara).

All these Life-Centres are in themselves centres of Truth in Life even as the seven Suns are
each a flaming heart of Truth in luminous Divine-Mind-Existence; but these lotuses have been
veiled, closed, shut into their own occult energies by the Ignorance. Hence the obscurity, false-

The Jewel-Centres of the Earth Mother are seven luminous jewel-hearts of Truth in
Substance; but they have been imprisoned in darkness, fossilised in immobility, veiled, closed,
shut into their own occult energies by the hardness, darkness and inertia of the material

To liberate all these powers by the luminous and flaming descent of the Suns of the
Supermind and the release of the eighth Sun of Truth hidden in the Earth, in the darkness of the
Inconscience, in the cavern of Vala and his Panis, this is the first step towards the restoration of
the Earth Mother to her own divinity and the earth-existence to its native light, truth, life and

SriA umbindo/

In a talk and subsequent radio interview given in Auroville in August, 2012,
American psychiatrist Michael Miovic summarized his work on the seven “jewel
centres” of the Earth Mother. In this article he underlines the importance of the
“jewel centres” for Auroville's International Zone.

n a densely suggestive description of the
Supreme Mahashakti, in The Hour of God,
[see box] Sri Aurcbindo notes that just as
there are seven chakras in the subtle body of
the human being, there are likewise seven
"jewel centres" associated with the planetary body
of Mother Earth. Presumably, these energy centres
of the Earth canalise the major planes of conscious-
ness into material substance, just as the chakras
connect the human consciousness to these planes.
However, Sri Aurobindo never elaborated further
on the seven jewel centres, so it is left to us to char-
acterize them more completely. The interpretation
of the jewel centres offered here is based on my
own experience and inference, and therefore could
be wrong in part or in whole. It is possible that Sri
Aurobindo has said more on the jewel centres in
the Record of Yoga, and if someone finds mention
of'this topic, kindly share the wisdom with me.

A geo-spiritual mapping of the planet

Overall, the seven jewel centres of the Earth
Mother correspond to the seven continents.
However, as the scientific definition of continents
is complex and Integral Yoga describes planes and
parts of the being in addition to the seven chakras,
there are important nuances to consider in a full
geo-spiritual mapping of the planet. What we may
call the spiritual anatomy of the world is summa-
rized in Table 1. In reviewing this, you will note
that in addition to the seven major chakras, there
are special designations for the Indian subconti-
nent, Australia, and Antarctica. These correspond,
respectively, to the Soul and Transcendent, the
Subconscious, and the Inconscient. Also, the North

* Pole represents the top of the "head" for the planet,
while the South Pole represents the "feet". In
between the two poles, the consciousness descends

from the mental planes in the northern hemisphere,
through the vital planes around the equator, to the
physical and then subconscient in the southern
hemisphere. This vertical gradation of conscious-
ness corresponds closely with the location of the
chakras m the human being, and should be intu-
itively obvious.

What is less obvious, though, is how the inner
versus outer dimension of the human conscious-
ness maps to the globe. My sense is that the eastern
hemisphere represents the inner being, while the
western hemisphere represents the outer being.
Combining these two interacting patterns of corre-
spondence, vertical (by latitude) and horizontal (by
longitude), we find the intuitive, mental and vital
planes of consciousness located in the eastern
hemisphere (which starts with the inner parts of the
inner being along the international date line in the
Pacific Ocean), while the physical consciousness
and outer being are located in the Americas. The
Indian subcontinent (which includes more than just
the current political entity of India) subtends an
opening to the Soul in the largest sense, which
includes the psychic being, Atman or transcendent
Self, and the all-pervading Infinite. Australia sub-
tends an inflection of consciousness into the
Subconscient, but there are important details about
the lands of the Pacific Rim in Southeast Asia, and
the islands of Oceania, that T have yet to work out.

Earth imbued with conscious force

The most important thing to understand about
these jewel centres are that the Earth Mother is a
divine Being, an evolving portion of the Supreme
Mabhashakti, and her lands are therefore imbued
with conscious force. We shall soon see how the
force-field of the land has affected the evolution of

The Seven Jewel Centr

human cultures. However, before coming to that let
us note that the jewel centres existed long before
the human being, and have thus influenced the evo-
lution of all life on Earth. To give convincing evi-
dence of this proposition goes beyond the scope of
this essay, but here are a few examples to suggest
the point: cats are solitary animals in all parts of the
world except Africa, where the anhata influence
has produced lions, which are social animals. To be
social requires complex emotions, or bonds of the
heart, and accordingly Africa is rich in social ani-
mals, including hyenas, meerkats, elephants, and
monkeys. Affrica is also the ancestral home of the
most social animal of all, homo sapiens, and the
continent itself is shaped like a humanoid cranium.
All this points to the existence of a conscious force
in the land that preceded and later influenced the
evolution of higher primates into human beings.

Or take the example of elephants and cows.
African elephants are large and untameable,
whereas Indian elephants are both smaller and
trainable, that is, more conscious. This difference
in size and alacrity is due to the subtilising influ-
ence of Maha-Bharat, the spiritual centre of the
world. Likewise with cows: Indian cows are
extremely graceful and radiate an aura of peace and
beauty. They have lovely almond-shaped eyes, and
soft, gentle curves in their bone structure that have
always caught the eyes of artists. American cows,
in confrast, are larger, more muscular, square of
build, and produce prodigious volumes of milk.
European cows stand somewhere between the
Indian and American: the Swiss cow is smaller and
more elegantly proportioned than the American,
with a nice sense of definition to its form, yet is
larger and stronger than the Indian cow and lacks
the latter's grace and spiritual beauty. Thus, even in
animals we see traits of the higher vital influence in
Africa, the mental plane in Europe, the physical in
America, and the spiritual in India.

When we move from animals to humans, and
from cows to cars, we find that the same patterns
persist. Africa does not yet have a tradition of auto-

mobile design, but America and Europe do.
American cars are famously large, muscular, and
consume great quantities of fuel. The American
driving experience is all about the physical con-
sciousness: one cruises comfortably across vast
expanses of land, in plush seats with soft suspen-
sions, and uses an automatic transmission that
requires little mental focus to operate. The shapes
of cars are either bland or boxy in a way that shows
an absence of thought, and this among people who
spend more time in their cars than anyone else on
the planet. The European driving experience, in
contrast, appeals to mental discipline in every way.
Car designs reveal strong concepts and refined aes-
thetics, and much thought has been given to both
quality and fuel efficiency. Also, the firm suspen-
sions and manual transmissions force the mind to
focus on the road, and this experience of driving a
driving machine is further enhanced by the more
compact landscape of Europe, which requires one
to concentrate on the curves and frequent accelera-
tions and decelerations as one winds through open
country punctuated by towns and cities.

And then there is the Indian driving experi-
ence, which is entirely supra-rational. A seemingly
infinite number of souls throng the streets in four
wheelers, three wheelers, two wheelers, and no
wheelers (i.e, on foot), and people drive in all direc-
tions simultaneously in absolute disregard for any
rules of the road whatsoever. One might call this
chaos hell, but for the extraordinary fact that the
death rate is so far below what the laws of statistics
would predict, that one is forced to conclude the
Lord exists and is showering His Grace upon the
subcontinent at every minute. The whole thing isa
spiritual practice, a sadhana of faith and surrender
and a constant stimulus for the mind to transcend
the noxious onslaught of the five senses.

Negative traits

Evidently, I have described driving in India
with a touch of humour, but humour that suggests
a more serious point. Jewel centre forces are real,

Table 2. Cultural examples of geo-spiritual influence

\

India: opening to the Infinite and the Transcendent abundantly evident in her long history of
yoga, mysticism, meditative practices, religious pluralism, and spiritual disciplines that emphasize
direct, personal experience of the Divine (or Nirvana) as more important than belief or dogma. Note
the vastness and richness of polymorphic monotheism, which sees the infinite Brahman as mani-
festing infinitely through countless gods, goddesses, beings, and other finite forms. This sensibility
is also felt in music, painting, sculpture, dance, and other creative arts that have a unique meditative
appeal.

Northern Asia: China, Japan, Korea probably correspond to various levels of the higher
mind. Note the ability for holistic and synthetic thinking, and a delicate and subtle touch in the cre-
ative arts. A deep, meditative turn is also felt in Taoism and Buddhism from this region, but gener-
ally with less sense of a manifesting Infinite than in India. Note the intuitive subtlety of Chinese
monochrome ink painting, the subtle energetic study of acupuncture meridians in medicine, and
even martial arts that emphasize meditation, balance, speed, and deft skills over the sheer strength of
European boxing or wrestling. Likewise compare the asymmetrical aesthetic of Japanese gardening
to the more logical, geometrical, and symmetrical taste of Versaille; or the light yet effective sim-
plicity of chopsticks to the heavier metallic ideas of European cutlery.

Europe: a special love of logic, order, reason, geometry, symmetry, analysis, ideas and counter-
ideas, all things mental is evident throughout European cultural history. From the lucid order and per-
fection of the Parthenon, to the well conceived structure of a Beatles pop song, in all phases of
European history one meets the Mind at work under the conditions of Time spirit. We hear this in the
way that classic masters such as Vivaldi or Mozart or Bach put the mind in order, see it in the visual
and anatomic realism of classical European painting and sculpture, and feel it the defined and mea-
sured grace of ballet. European history is all about big ideas played out in big ways, ideas of empire
(Rome and the British empire), ideas of religion (the Catholic Church and Protestant revolution), sci-
entific ideas, industrial ideas, national ideas, political ideas, and now the idea of the EU.

Middle East: the dynamic or externalizing mind, which throws defined ideas into powerful and
effective action. From this region arose the world’s first civilizations, three major monotheistic reli-
gions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam), the first written scripts, the first systems of law. Note the impor-
\tance of the Word in all of these traditions and developments, and how all of the languages from this

region use throaty, guttural sounds. Note also the sheer beauty of the Arabic script, and the haunting
power of the voice that calls faithful Muslims to prayer five times per day. Power dynamics are
prominent in the oil trade, chronic religious conflicts in the region, terrorism, and also in the oppres-
sion of women in some places.

Africa: the heart, or high-vital, influence is immediately felt in Africa’s rich musical traditions.
Note also that social organization historically emphasized clans and tribes (personal relationships)
over hierarchically organized empires (which are impersonal and rule-oriented), and is still very
common today. Examples from animal evolution are noted in the main text. Note also how human
tragedies in Africa (slavery, genocide, poverty) always have an especially heart-breaking quality.

Pacific rim and islands: the first life forms on Earth are thought to have evolved on the floors
of the Pacific Ocean, and its waters are still the largest live-giving force on the planet. Note how the
vital power, which is by nature unstable, is manifested in the tremendous volcanic activity of this
region. Culturally, one finds among the traditional peoples of the Pacific many manifestations of the
vital force, from beautiful simplicity to brute force to lush sensuality to even inverted manifestations
of the vital, such as cannibalism.

Americas: the focus on the physical consciousness was evidenced positively in pre-Columbian
America via a profound sense of spiritual communion with Nature, and negatively through a delayed
development of civilization and technology as compared to Eura-Asia. After European colonization,
attention shifted from Nature to man-made objects, but the focus remained in the physical.
Significantly, however, the sense of Nature being sacred continued with the New England transcen-
dentalists, despite their lack of contact with Native Americans, and to this day one finds that the
most authentic spirituality in the United States is nature-related, that the greatest temples of the
United States are her stunning natural parks, and that the most common way north Americans “find
themselves”™ is by going on “road trips™ across the land. All of this points to the spiritual power of the
American landmass. Note, too, that all of the planes of consciousness are repeated vertically within
the Americans, in descending order, such that Canada grounds the higher mind in the physical con-
sciousness, the United States the mental planes (ajna and visuddha), Mexico the higher vital, Central
America the mid vital, northern south American the lower vital, Peru and Brazil the physical prop-
er, and southern South American grounds the subconscient in the physical.
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