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MAIN THEME: Securing water for the city

B Water resource study
® Monitoring groundwater
® Working in the bioregion

Droughts abound

This year's southwest mon-
soon (June-September)
turned out to be a failure for
Tamil Nadu and many other
Indian states. The dreaded
word 'drought' is repeatedly
hitting the headlines of all
Indian newspapers.

But insufficient rainfall is but
one cause of drought. There
are also hydrological
droughts, the result of
severe depletion of the
water table. Some of these
are caused by unsustainable
and inefficient use of
groundwater, for example,
as a consequence of the poli-
cy of nearly all Indian states
to provide free or heavily
subsidized electricity to
farmers. Another focus these
days Is on agricultural
droughts caused by disputes
over the sharing of river
waters by riparian Indian
states. Practically every river
in India has become so con-
tested. Last but not least
there is the issue of poliution
of ground water which has
become yet another cause of
concern.

Like many places in India,
Auroville too is suffering
from water shortage. The
insufficient summer mon-
soon coupled with the failing
of three successive winter
monsoons has lowered the
water table, and has recently
led to seawater intrusion in
the water table of some
beach communities.

In this issue we present an
overview of what is being
done to secure water for the
city and the bioregion.

H |nitiating water conservation systems
® When water turns salty
® Water consumption patterns in Auroville
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Doing a water resource study

Determining water availability for the city

city?" This harrowing question

was tabled in the Development
Group about six years ago. "None of us
was able to give an answer beyond 'we
should do a study’, and hardly anybody
had an idea about the parameters,”
recounts Jan. "A water expert from New
Delhi was visiting Auroville at the time.
He helped us to formulate the Water
Research Project and calculated the
costs: about Rs 18 lakhs, way beyond the
meagre budget of the Development
Group. We shelved the project, but the
idea stayed very much alive. Friends
from the American Foundation for
‘World Education (FWE) kept urging us
to start, but they too lacked the financial
means to support the project.

"It changed in 1999 when the
Gateway group started its work of allo-
cating a $ 1 million donation to various
Auroville projects. The Water Research
Project was dusted off and re-worked
with the help of another water expert, the
Israeli Dr. Israel Gev, who was visiting
Auroville for a holiday. Then the FWE
and Gateway agreed to co-sponsor the
project to an amount totalling Rs 15
lakhs. Dr. Gev had indicated that Rs 15
lakhs would be sufficient for a study
based on existing data but that there
would be no financial scope for drilling
exploratory bore wells or doing electro-
resistivety or seismic tests to determine the geologi-
cal formations accurately. The Development Group
nevertheless decided to go ahead and appointed me
as project manager. Three experts, Dr. Chamanlal
Gupta from Pondicherry, Harald Kraft from
Germany and Piero from Auroville, agreed to act as
advisory team.

"The project started in February 2000. The first
thing to do was the delimitation of acceptable bound-
aries for the research area. We finally agreed on
Kalliveli tank to the north, the ocean coast to the east,
and the Gingi river to the south and west. That deter-

'Is there enough water for the

The lake of Irumbai has dried up except for a few centimeters of water from unexpected pre-monsoon rains.

There should be 60-90 centimeters of water after a good monsoon.

mined a rather big area of about 650 square kilome-
tres.

"Then we started the data collection, and almost
immediately ran into a rather solid wall. I thought
that we could obtain data by just nicely asking for
them, but that proved to be an illusion. It started with
PASIC, the Pondicherry Agro Services Industrial
Corporation, which has drilled almost all the deep
wells in Auroville. They have reasonably detailed
files on most wells they have drilled in the last 10-15
years, including their depths, yields and qualitative
descriptions of the extracted drill material. The latter

Monitoring groundwater

The groundwater situation in Auroville and the surrounding area is monitored by Water Harvest

he Green Revolution dramati-
Tcally changed water consump-
tion patterns in India. The
hybrid crops introduced by the Green
Revolution required substantial more
irrigation than the traditional varieties.
The state governments, in order to sup-
port all agricultural activity, charted a
policy of offering free or heavily sub-
sidized electricity to all farmers.
Progressively and then more and more
rapidly, wells multiplied across the
country, water was pumped out in
great quantity and crops started to be
over-irrigated.
As a direct consequence, the
undergroundwater tables were deplet-
ed faster than they could be recharged

gives an indication of the geological strata. But it
took a year of intense talks before they allowed us to
make a complete copy of all these files. Thanks to
PASIC, we have now invaluable records of 216 wells
in Auroville's city, greenbelt and keyhole areas.
"Apart from PASIC, we got well data from pri-
vate drilling rigs and from the Sugar Mills
Department that had sunk wells in the northern part
of the research area. But none of their data were as
complete as PASIC's. We also approached the
Central Ground Water Board.
continued on page 4

and their level has been going down
dramatically. This is continuing.

Another impact of over-irrigation
is on the soil. With too much irriga-
tion, the organic substances in the soil
get washed away. Farmers compensate
this degradation of the soil fertility by
adding chemical fertilizers. The accu-
mulation of chemical substances in the
soil, in turn, creates a direct risk of
groundwater pollution.

There were also other, indirect
impacts. Because water became easily
accessible to anybody with a minimum
of means, all the traditional structures,
which existed for rain water harvest-
ing, storage and irrigation, gradually
fell into disuse: many are now silted up

and their embankments are in poor
condition. Those tanks participated in
a significant way in the recharge of the
aquifers, as the water was kept on the
surface long enough to infiltrate into
the ground. As the structures are no
longer solid enough to retain the water
or are silting up, villages are at risk of
incidental flooding.

In 1996 an international seminar
was held in Pondicherry on the
groundwater situation in the region.
The seriousness of the situation was
exposed. It was predicted that by
2015-2025 there would be no potable
groundwater left in the region if mea-
sures were not taken to reverse the pre-
sent trends. The Tank Rehabilitation

Project of Pondicherry (TRPP) was
launched and the Pondicherry govern-
ment started rehabilitating tanks, reser-
voirs and drainage systems in the
Pondicherry territory.

That same year the Auroville unit
Water Harvest started working in the
Kaluvelly watershed region, an impor-
tant watershed covering 750 square
kilometers, including the Auroville
area. Says Gilles, water-diviner, engi-
neer and technician, the present coor-
dinator of Harvest: "Auroville is not a
closed entity but part of the bio-region
and we have to be in constant interac-
tion with the local population as there
are shared concerns of water extraction
and pollution prevention. Working

with the local population, creating
awareness of the water situation is
very important, and this too is part of
Water Harvest's objectives. We also
work with GIS (Geographical
Information System), with satellite
images as tools, to determine the
nature of soils, the type of vegetal
cover and the impact it has on ground-
water."

But Harvest's main work was to
start monitoring the water of a large
number of wells, measuring the varia-
tions of water in the aquifers, their
salinity intrusion and content and try-
ing to determine whether its source
was sea water or human activity.

continued on page 4
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INTERNATIONAL ZONE

A Free Grouping of Nations

Dr. Ananda Reddy gives his views on the organization of the International Zone

here shouldn't be any rush and

haste by the human intellect and

energy in trying to develop pro-
jects in Auroville. As the Mother puts it:
" ... the true method is to enter into direct
contact with the inner Truth, and
impelled by that, guided by that, to make
an outer construction, which is not a
seeking for the Truth but a creation of
the Truth, that is say, the Truth-
force realises itself out-
wardly through the
human instrument."

The spirit of
international unity
that is increasing
nowadays is out of
a historical necessi-
ty, says Sri
Aurobindo. The par-
ticipants in the adven-
ture of International
Zone have to feel within, "{S‘
in a convincing manner, an
internal necessity of this unity. This
demands a widening, heightening and
deepening of one's individual conscious-
ness.

The galactic spiral whirl of the
ground plan of Auroville indicates a
motion and a movement of cosmic cen-
trifugal and centripetal forces; itis a per-
fect dynamic balancing of the energy of
concentration and the energy of expan-
sion. It is as though the whole city is
breathing in and breathing out— absorb-
ing the world's unconsciousness, trans-
figuring it in the pavilion of Peace and
Unity, the Matrimandir, the Universal

OprPeEN FORuUM

Soul, and then releasing the transformed
and purified consciousness back into the
world in order to unify it, to divinize it. It
is the symbol of Purusha and Prakriti —
Prakriti offering all of herself at the altar
of the Matrimandir, the Impersonal wit-
ness Purusha, for her own self — transfig-
uration. Thus, all energies, movements,

thought that get connected with

Auroville are transformed
%, by the "golden tower'
& the golden sphere,
the Matrimandir,
and thereby get

enriched and
fulfilled.

The archi-
tecture of the
galaxy pattemn

¥ must be main-
yi>/  tained at all cost
when the planning
of the International
Zone is attempted. No
rows of buildings should cross
these galactic lines blocking the inflow
and outflow of energies from the world
into the International Zone.

In the light of its interaction with the
incoming of forces and energies from the
world, the International Zone becomes
the most important zone in Auroville.
There we may have to organize small
study groups composed of researchers of
history, culture, psychology, philosophy
etc. who will make a study of the deeper
expression of the nation-souls in the light
of the vision provided by Sri Aurobindo
and the Mother. They must also find out

different alternatives such as groupings
based on gunas or psychological
grounds, groupings based on cultural
symbiosis etc. Once such studies are
more or less finalised then the architects
and planners could take it up and try to
realize the results of the study-groups. Of
course, in these efforts, the study-groups
and the architects-groups must be
formed on an international basis and not
just by the residents of Auroville.

The broad outlines of the nation
groupings is very obvious in Sr
Aurobindo's writings. The movement of
human unity that shall enter Auroville
through the Western gate of
Mahasaraswati and manifest itself in the
International Zone has to be arranged
according to a principle that would be
"based on a diversity and that diversity
must be based on free self-determina-
tion." That is to say:

".... the peoples of humanity must be
allowed to group themselves according
to their free-will and their natural affini-
lies; no constraint or force could be
allowed to compel an unwilling nation
or distinct grouping of peoples to enter
into another system or join itself or
remain joined to it for the convenience,
aggrandisement or political necessity of
another people or even for the general
convenience, in disregard of its own
wishes. Nations or countries widely
divided from each other geographically
like England and Canada or England
and Australia might cohere together.
Nations closely grouped locally might
choose to stand apart, like England and

Matrimandir as koan

The 'impossibility' of the Matrimandir problem may contain its

solution

n a number of occasions over
Olhe years there have been

issues which have divided
Aurovilians. The split from the Sri
Aurobindo Society in the mid 1970s,
the status of the Galaxy Plan and the
role of the government in Auroville
are just some of the topics which have
generated fiercely partisan debate.

Not all of these issues have been

. fully resolved. Yet a recognition that
enormous amounts of community
energy have been wasted in polemics,
to say nothing of the human cost to
those who have been deeply hurt, has
led in recent years to a renewed
emphasis upon harmony and collabo-
ration. For example, the proposals for
a new Auroville organization attempt
to reconcile, or at least contain within
one frame, two beliefs which have
deeply divided us in the past — that
authority should reside with the
Residents Assembly, and that it
should be delegated to those with a
higher consciousness.

It's ironic, therefore, that just
when we are congratulating ourselves
on clambering out of the bear pit we
are suddenly faced with another
seemingly even more divisive issue —
the question of whether Matrimandir
should be perceived as the visual
focus of the town, able to be viewed
from any of the surrounding struc-
tures, or if it should be secluded, pro-
tected, by trees and rich vegetation.

On the face of it this is simply a
design issue. But this is Auroville,
and in Auroville seemingly simple
questions are often complicated by
issues of personality, power and ulti-
mately, I suspect, different interpreta-
tions of the way that Mother's force
works.
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Matrimandir, of course, is no
stranger to controversy: some of the
key players have been locked in argu-
ment almost from the day of its incep-
tion, and almost every major stage of
the project — the digging of the pit, the
support structure for the outer skin,
the nature of the outer skin itself, the
disks — has generated disagreement.
Some of these differences have
resolved themselves in the process of
the work — those who initially
believed that all work on Matrimandir
should be done by Aurovilians would
probably still be at the stage of exca-
vating the original hole if they had
won that particular argument — some,
as in the 1987 decision to make Piero
responsible for completing the inner
chamber and Roger for the rest, were
decided in highly-charged communi-
ty meetings.

The present question of what
Matrimandir's physical and psycho-
logical relationship to the city should
be has generated impassioned state-
ments from various parties, but it has
also led to the recent publication of a
document containing almost every-
thing that Mother has written or spo-
ken about Matrimandir. This attempt
by Gilles Guigan to bring light as well
as heat to the controversy has been
widely and deservedly praised. Yet
while this document is invaluable as
background material I would suggest
that the underlying assumption — that
an examination of everything Mother
wrote or said on the topic will neces-
sarily lead to the solution of how
Matrimandir should relate to the city
—may be flawed. For this assumption,
in turn, relies upon two other assump-
tions. Firstly, that what Mother
expressed in 1972 or 1973 necessarily

supercedes whatever she said earlier
and, secondly, that the last word has
been uttered about what should hap-
pen at Matrimandir.

To question these assumptions is
highly controversial. Yet to accept
them is to accept that, firstly, Mother
was a simplistic, 'linear’ being who
could not embody what, to us, are
contradictions and, secondly, that
evolution vis-2-vis certain aspects of
the design of the Matrimandir com-
plex (the gardens and lake, for exam-
ple) either stopped dead in 1973 or, if
it continues, reveals itself only
through a particular individual.

Do anyone of us believe we are
infallible in interpreting Mother? Is it
likely that Matrimandir, as the physi-
cal manifestation of an evolving con-
sciousness, is itself immune from
evolution? As to Roger's role as sole
intermediary, Roger himself tacitly
admitted that the latter is not the case
through requesting Paulo to take up
responsibility for designing the gar-
dens (an offer Roger has subsequent-
ly revoked).

The suspicion, in fact, is that
some people cling to these assump-
tions not so much because they
believe in them as because the alter-
native is too awful to contemplate.
For questioning these assumptions
appears to open the door to individ-
ual, highly subjective interpretations
of “What Mother wants now”, lead-
ing to the horrific prospect of design
issues being decided by the Residents
Assembly. That danger is undoubted-
ly there, will always be there as long
as we reside in our ordinary selves.
But are these sufficient grounds to
make us seek safety in the book of the
past rather than attempting to identify

Ireland or like Finland and Russia.
Unity would be the largest principle
of life, but freedom would be its foun-
dation-stone."

The same principles that Sri
Aurobindo applied to the formation
of human unity should and must be
applied to the groupings of the nations
in the International Zone. Doing other-
wise would be to impede and to delay
indefinitely the inner movement in
Nature towards human unity. If wrong
forces and mind-born plans get crystal-
lized at the International Zone there
could possibly be chaos and confusion
not only in Auroville and but on a larger
scale too.* This is because the
International Zone, more than any other
Zone, represents symbolically a minia-
ture world-union.

"It is easy," wrote Sri Aurobindo,
"to build up a system in the mind and
propose to erect it on foundations which
would be at first sight rational and con-
venient. At first sight it would seem that
the unity of mankind could most ratio-
nally and conveniently arrange itself
upon the basis of a European grouping,
as Asiatic grouping, as American
grouping..."

But such a continental grouping has
an innate danger, as Sri Aurobindo
warned in the following passage taken
from his essay on “The United States of
Europe’:

"It is evident that in the present
state of human egoism it would, if

Dr. Ananda Reddy

formed, become a tremendously power-
ful instrument for domination and
exploitation of the rest of the world by
the group of nations which are at pre-
sent in the forefront of human
progress....But the chief objection to the
idea of a United States of Europe is that
the general sense of humanity is already
seeking to travel beyond its continental
distinctions and make them subordinate
to a larger human idea."

It is only with the increase of the
supramental consciousness on earth, its
increasing influence on human life, that
this sense of universality and unity can
grow. That is because the very essence
of the supramental consciousness is uni-
versality. Hence the immense impor-
tance of a body like Auroville which
wants to be the very physical founda-
tion of the supramental consciousness
upon earth.

(This is an edited version of a talk
given at this year's Auroville
International meeting in the U.S.)

Matrimandir calendar 2003.

A spiral-bound wall-calendar 27 cm x 27 cm with 12 big Matrimandir
photos can be ordered from tine@auroville.org.in or Tine, Aurogreen,
Auroville 605101. The price in India including mailing and registration
charges is Rs 200; the price abroad including air mail and registration
charges is US $ 5. The photos can be viewed on the Auroville website. The
calendars can also be ordered from the Auroville International Centres in
Germany, The Netherlands, United Kingdom and USA (addresses see
subscription box on page 8) or from Auroville International France, BP

with, to live, what may be pressing for
manifestation now?

In this context the present (as well
as historical) ‘impossibility' of the
Matrimandir situation — the collision of
mutually exclusive viewpoints — may
actually be a grace. For, like a Zen koan,
the contradictory perspectives seem
designed to baffle and exhaust our nor-
mal thinking processes so as to provoke
enlightenment at another level. They
invite us to step back, to empty our-
selves of our accumulated beliefs and
assumptions, our desires to shape and
control events, in order to make our-
selves integrally available for That

which is seeking expression.

In recent months some Aurovilians
have spent much energy on shaping the
structure of a new internal organization.
This is important, it is indispensable, but
it is only a beginning. Now comes the
infinitely harder work of creating the
right environment — a climate of safety,
trust and mutual valuation — for us to
embark upon our next collective adven-
ture: the casting loose from our safe
moorings and the setting up sails upon
the sea of the Now.

Matrimandir, as always, offers us
the way.

Alan




ENVIRONMENT

The disappearing beach dilemma

Auroville beaches are under imminent threat of being eroded

nsustainable devel-
l Iopment practices in
Pondicherry  are

endangering  Auroville's
beach communities. They
face the prospect of being
either washed away or
needing protection by mas-
sive seawalls to prevent an
erosion disaster.

It has already happened
in the coastal village of
Kottakuppam between
Auroville and Pondicherry.
During the recent South-
West monsoon the sea
eroded a huge part of the
beach and several hundred
fishermen lost their homes. To prevent
further erosion and loss of property, the
Tamil Nadu District Collector is now
considering dumping rocks along the
affected coastline. Though this mea-
sure would bring relief to
Kottakuppam, it would transfer
the erosion to the beaches further
up north, including those of
Auroville.

The problem of coastal ero-
sion originated in 1986, when the
Government of Pondicherry gave
the green light to develop a new
harbour at the mouth of the
Ariankuppam Estuary, south of
Pondicherry. As part of the New
Harbour, two long breakwaters —
rocky wall-like structures that pro-
trude from the shore into the sea —
were built. These breakwaters
interfere with the coastal currents
and processes. As a result, a very
significant process of coastal ero-
sion was triggered off. It started
south of Pondicherry, from the
mouth of the New Harbour, and
grew gradually towards the north.
Every year another large chunk of
beach was lost to the sea. In little
more than a decade, all six kilo-
metres of the beach of
Pondicherry town disappeared.
Today a rocky seawall extends all
the way from Aryankuppam from
the south of Pondicherry to
Kottakuppam at the North. The
Kottakuppam beach is next in turn
to be washed away.

Beaches are like rivers of
sand, part of a dynamic and com-
plex coastal ecosystem. If one fol-
lows a grain of sand on a beach
one will find that it moves in small
leaps and bounds. From February
to October sand grains move from
South to North; from November to
January they move from North to
South.

Nature, left to itself, has estab-
lished a state of dynamic equilibrium in
which that which has naturally gone is
replaced naturally. The two breakwa-
ters at the mouth of the New Harbour
interfered with this dynamic equilibri-
um. These structures, acting like a dam,
interrupted the flow of sand from South

The Pon

to North. As a result the beaches south
of the New Harbour have grown
immensely at the cost of the beaches to
the north, which are now being starved
of sand and are therefore perishing.
Auroville's beach erosion has

Satellite photo showing the pier and the enlarged beach (white, below

dicherry seafront in 1984 (left) and 2002 (right): the beach has disappeared

beach sand is now coarse as the finer
grains were gradually washed away
while the heavier larger ones have been
left behind. These are the first symp-
toms of beach erosion. The next thing
to happen is that the beach will start

=

right) south of the new breakwater. Pondicherry town with its
characteristic oval grid pattern is north .

already started. In the last decade the
Auroville beaches have changed con-
siderably. There used to be a sandbar, a
so-called "underwater island,” about
15-30 meters away from the shore. It
no longer exists. The beach itself has
become more and more steep. The

receding. And this will go from bad to
worse as long as the problem caused by
the New Harbour breakwaters is not
rectified or mitigated.

But instead of tackling the problem
where it originates, the Government of
Pondicherry is planning to protect its

Beach erosion in the coastal village of Kottakuppam. Left: the situation before March 2002. Right: the beach has

disapppeared after August 2002.

coast and restore the beaches along the
town by constructing about 30
"groynes” — rocky structures similar to
breakwaters that stick out like fingers
into the sea perpendicular to the shore.
The groynes will be 50-150 m long and
placed at regular intervals starting from
the New Harbour all the way to
Muthialpet, where Pondicherry state
ends and Tamil Nadu territory starts.

While the proposed groynes will
offer at best only some temporary pro-
tection and reduce to some extent ero-
sion along the town of Pondicherry,
they will even more transfer the prob-
lem of erosion to the beaches of Tamil
Nadu north of Pondicherry. What the
breakwaters did at the mouth of the
New Harbour, the groynes will repeat
at Muthialpet. Just as Pondicherry lost
all its beaches, so Tamil Nadu will lose
theirs north of Pondicherry State.

A concerned group of citizens of
Pondicherry has meanwhile obtained
independent technical opinions from
the Danish Hydraulics Institute, the
Delft Hydraulics Institute of the Delft
Technical ~ University in  The
Netherlands, the Canadian Hydraulics
Centre as well as from several individ-
ual experts. Their common opinion is
that the planned groynes will not solve
the problem of erosion and would
transfer and aggravate the problem of
erosion at  other  locations.
Unfortunately the Government of
Pondicherry has not yet changed its
plans, which is amazing as the pro-
posed groynes project is estimated to
cost about Rs. 40 crores, an enormous
sum compared to the construction cost
of the New Harbour (about Rs. 20
crores in 1986). Moreover,
Pondicherry port is classified as a
minor port. Since New Harbour was
completed in 1989 not a single com-
mercial ship docked there until the
month of September 2002 when one
ship anchored and New Harbour was
used for the first time ever. During the
last two years only 16 ships came to
Pondicherry, but they used the "New"
pier opposite the Ashram Park
Guesthouse instead of New Harbour.

The problem is not one of
Auroville alone, but one of the Tamil
Nadu State. Should Tamil Nadu lose
part of its coastal environ-
ment and its villages
because of the poor coastal
management practices of the
Government of
Pondicherry? Should Tamil
Nadu citizens be bereft of
fresh underground water
because the sea gradually
creeps inland and the water
turns saline? Should Tamil
Nadu lose part of its natural
defences against storms and
cyclones? For when the
beaches are gone, the land
will be open to the sea's fury.
And lastly, should Tamil
Nadu lose the recreational
and environmental values of
part of its coast?

Auwurofilio

In brief

Visit of Secretary
Planning
Commission

The Secretary of the Planning
Commission, Mr.Lakshmi
Ratan, visited Auroville on
29th September 2002 to
examine the proposals of
allotment of funds under the
Tenth Five Year Plan for
Auroville.

Meetings on
Matrimandir

A series of general meetings
and two meetings of the
Residents' Assembly have
failed so far to resolve the
impasse over design issues
regarding Matrimandir and
the Peace Area. The Working
Committee and its Support
Group have stated publicly
their fear that the present ten-
sions that surround Matri-
mandir may result in deep
divisions. They have urged all
Aurovilians to come together
in a determination to move
beyond the issues that divide
them, as “victory of one party
over another cannot represent
true progress - not for
Matrimandir, not for Auroville
and not for the 'humanity as a
whole', which it belongs to."”
They  appealed to  all
Aurovilians to come together,
to have the courage and per-
severance to seek the highest
and most integral resolution
of the present conflict, "for
nothing else is worthy of our
soul."

Resource Group
meetings

The first meetings
Resource Group (formerly
known as The Auroville
Resource Group with the
unwieldy acronym ARG) have
taken place. In total 157 peo-
ple have signed up as member
of the Group, but on average
about 40 people only partici-
pate at present. Its task is to
prepare proposals for the

of the

improvement of Auroville's

functioning for approval by
the Residents' Assembly.

AVI Meetings

The Auroville International
Association (AVI), founded in
1983 as a worldwide network
organization has now AVI-
centres and AVl-liaisons in
about 20 countries. Its tasks
are to make representations to
national, international, gov-
ernmental and non-govern-
mental organisations about
Auroville, to channel funds for
Auroville's projects, to
improve communication be-
tween Auroville, Auroville
International members,
groups and liaisons, and pro-
vide financial and other sup-
port to its members and asso-
ciated organisations. In 2003,
there will two Auroville
International meetings, one in
Auroville from February 1-4,
2003, the other one in
Chateau de Meridon in
Chevreuse in France from
June 10th-14th. For info and
registration email
avi@auroville.org.in or
devasmita@wanadoo.fr

Correction

In "The added percentages" on
page 4 of issue No. 165,
October 2002 the line 6.
Auroville Fund percentage has
to read 2% of 1-5 instead of
2% of 1-4 as stated incorrect-
ly. This means that AV Fund
takes 2% of everything.
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MAIN THEME: SECURING WATER FOR THE CITY

Monitoring groundwater

continued from page 1

Under the directives of the then
Tamil Nadu government, Harvest also
started rehabilitating and desilting tra-
ditional tanks in villages of the region.
Harvest has been working in an area
of some 250 square kilometers of the
watershed ranging from Kaluvelly
swamp to Auroville and from the sea-
shore to some 15 kolometers inland.
The geographical and geological par-
ticularities of this area make it a dis-
tinct entity. The water level in this
area has been going down very much,
and saline water has entered certain
parts of the aquifers.

Harvest has been well-supported
in its work and is collaborating with
many different Indian and foreign
associations. In 1999, Harvest devel-
oped a partnership with members of
the CNRS (National Centre for
Scientific Research), in France to do
research on two specific subjects:
determining the source of salinity in
the Kaluvelly zone and assessing the
way undergroundwater circulates.
Says Gilles, "These elements are very
important. With these parameters, we
can define how contamination of
groundwater happens, whether it
comes from seawater or from another
very saline aquifer, which has migrat-
ed, or whether human activity is the
source of contamination. It makes us
understand the risks.”

Today, after extensive research,
the various aquifers of the sector and
their particularities are better known,
and that helps to assess the situation.
The Vanur Aquifer, which covers a
large part of the region and is most in
use for irrigation in the sector, is a
150-meter thick formation with a
great potential of water stockage.
However, salinity, the source of
which is believed to be human activi-
ty, probably agriculture, has been
infiltrating in certain parts of this
aquifer. The salinity has now started
to migrate and the Vanur Aquifer is
progressively becoming totally conta-
minated. In the Auroville area, the
formation is very deep, and holds a lot
of water. But its high salinity content
makes the water, in most places, no
longer usable even for irrigation.
"This water has become toxic for
plants, and if used for irrigation, the
production capacity of the fields will
gradually be reduced. The Vanur

any centuries ago the area
around Auroville was cov-
ered by an interconnected

network of rainwater storage tanks
(erys) and ponds (ooranis) which not
only provided for some months drink-
ing and irrigation water after the mon-
soon rains, but also recharged the
groundwater table as well. The thou-
sands of interconnected tanks guaran-
teed a decent crop, and sometimes
even two crops a year. This changed
with the advent of the diesel engine.
Farmers could pump unlimited
amounts of water at cheap cost from
the first aquifer, up to a depth of 40
meters. When submersible electric
pumps appeared on the market and the
Government agreed to supply free
electricity to farmers, the second
aquifer started to be mercilessly
tapped, leading to depletion of
groundwater and in some coastal vil-
lages to intrusion of sea water into the
ground water. The tanks and their con-
necting channels were forgotten, silted
up and fell into ruins.

Realising that Auroville's water
situation is intimately connected to

Aquifer water should not be used in
Auroville anymore," insists Gilles.
"There is not only the risk of polluting
Auroville directly, but we would also
be participating in the further degra-
dation of this aquifer."

The Cuddalore Aquifer, which
crops up in almost four fifths of the
Auroville area, covering the city area
and a large part of the Green Belt, is
much in use today for providing water
to Auroville. It is also being used for
vegetation development. But the
Cuddalore Aquifer is very thin in the
city area. It gradually becomes thicker
as it continues towards the east, and
when arriving in the Auromodéle
area, reaches 70 to 90 meters of thick-
ness. "The Cuddalore Aquifer is very
important for Auroville," explains
Gilles. "Its geographical particularity
makes it possible for us to control a
lot of factors, like recharge, extraction
and pollution and Auroville should
work on developing it
Unfortunately, though the water of the
Cuddalore Aquifer is of high quality
and perfect for consumption, its level
has gone down a lot due to the last
three years of inadequate monsoons.
The aquifer has actually dried up in
the city area and water is now being
extracted from the aquifers below, the
water levels of which are also going
down. In the Auromodéle area, how-
ever, due to the thickness of the for-
mation, the water level goes down
much more slowly than in the centre,
and because of this active storage, it
has great potential. The extraction
capacity of the Cuddalore aquifer is
therefore limited, and it largely
depends on adequate rainfall to get
recharged. Explains Gilles: "Thanks
to the dedicated environment rehabili-
tation work of the last 35 years in
Auroville, no heavy run-off has been
observed for the last three years. This
by itself is a great achievement.
However, it has not been enough to
significantly recharge the aquifers.
The fact that this water has been
recharged also doesn't mean that it can
now be extracted further down. It is
more complex than that."

In terms of development and town
planning of Auroville, Gilles feels that
the availability of water in the area is
not sufficiently taken into considera-
tion. In the Aurodam and Center field
zone, the capacity of groundwater

that of the surrounding area,
Auroville's units Palmyra and Water
Harvest have taken it upon themselves
to clean and repair old tanks and dig

out the ancient water ways. In 1999
Palmyra was granted a Rs 9.6 crores
(US $ 2 million) five year project by
the Indo Canada Environment Facility

A kolam renovated by Water Harvest in the Kaluvelly watershed area

recharge is very good. It is an impor-
tant zone in terms of favorable infil-
tration in groundwater. That, howev-
er, and the fact that the Cuddalore
Aquifer is close to the surface, make it
particularly vulnerable to risks of
direct and rapid pollution. This area is
defined in the Auroville Master Plan
as a future high-density zone which
would mean that if planning is not
done very carefully, the risks

of pollution would be
2000
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extremely high. "One of the

main criteria, when planninga | 5
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zone for development, is to

study the impact on the envi-  1s00
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ronment. One has to plan how
to prevent or control the
potential  risks,”  stresses
Gilles. This notion, he feels,
has not yet been given enough
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importance by town planners
and developers. "Auroville's
planners should adapt their
plans or visions to the natural
factors and the environmental
realities in cooperation with
the people. Ultimately, the
social factor is the key to suc-
cess on all levels."

Based on an interview by
Emmanuelle
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Working in the bio-region

Two Auroville units rehabilitate water bodies in the surrounding area

(ICEF) to rehabilitate the integrated
tank management systems in the
Kaluvelly = Watershed in  the
Villupuram District of Tamil Nadu.

Under this project Palmyra/ICEF con-
tributes 70% of the total cost required
for the tank rehabilitation work, while

- landholders in the command area put

in a 30% contribution. Water Harvest
has been equally active in the same
area, rehabilitating water bodies with
the help of two excavators donated by
Tata. Both units have been active in
creating village water-user associa-
tions to ensure the full-fledged
involvement of the villagers, so that
the tanks and waterways will be main-
tained once the work is done. So far
the projects have been successful.
Another major project of Water
Harvest has been the augmentation of
ground water through artificial
recharge in the Vanur area. This 1.35
crore project has been partly complet-
ed. Harvest is also involved in the
Tank Rehabilitation  Project
Pondicherry, a project of the
Government of Pondicherry in co-
ordination with the European Union to
rehabilitate all the tanks and supply
canals of Pondicherry Territory. The
wider objective of the project is for a
long-term increase in agricultural
income from irrigated crop production
in Pondicherry region by restoring the
full potential of the existing 84 irriga-
tion tanks in the region. Carel

oing a

continued from page 1

They have drilled some test wells in th
until now they have not shared their data. At
are in the process of asking them to allow us
their wells.

"The next problem was to create a bast
maps that are publicly available are on
250,000, which are unsuitable for ouw
But maps on a scale 1: 50,000 or 1: 25,000
fied. Just when we had managed to obtair
these maps, with the invaluable help of the £
the Auroville Foundation, we learned that an
Bangalore (ISROE), which was doing simila
national research level, had received official
they were forbidden to use these maps for
We had to drop the idea, and there was no o
than to use a Global Positioning System. (Gl

"This sounded easy enough. We subcon
work to the Pondicherry based organizatic
(Foundation for Ecological Research Ady
Learning) but they ran into unexpected diffic
is achieved through Satellite Positioning,
Auroville's close proximity to the Equator
GPS satellites are in the Northern Hemispt
often than not the satellites were too close |
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