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Harvesting rainwater for
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water needs

According to a new study by Auroville’'s Centre for

Scientific Research, 95% of the city’'s water needs can be
supplied from harvested rainwater.

ew issues have been so well
researched as the Auroville water sit-
uation. Over the years, more than ten
studies have been made [see
Auroville Today #259, January
2011]. At the request of the Chairman of
Auroville’s Town Development Council, Shri
B.V. Doshi, a new one has now been complet-
ed. On February 12, 2013, Auroville’s Centre
for Scientific Research (CSR) published a 107-
page study ‘Surface Water Resource for
Auroville City Area integrating Matrimandir
Lake’, authored by Gilles Boulicot, Pierre
Taillandier, Pierre Veillat and others.

‘What is the reason for one more study? “It is
to explore the feasibility of capturing surface
rainwater, storing the water resource on the
Auroville plateau, and using it as part of the
drinking water supply for the Auroville city,”
says Gilles. “Additionally, we wanted to study to
what extent the Matrimandir Lake could be an
integral part of such a system. Ultimately, we
want to show that Auroville can be developed as
a city which is self-sustainable in its water needs,
and so set an example for the world.”

Groundwater

Groundwater is the only drinking water
resource that Auroville and the surrounding pop-
ulation uses today. But the resource is extremely
fragile. Already in 2007, French scientists
warmned that the aquifers underneath the
Auroville region will turn saline. “We have not
been able to do a detailed groundwater monitor-
ing since, but we know from recent government
data that the situation around Auroville has dete-
riorated and that seawater is already beginning to
intrude into the aquifers,” says Gilles. “We are
sitting on a time-bomb. When it happens, it will
be sudden rather than gradual. Then, 400,000
people in our bioregion will be affected.”

Auroville, to a small extent, may benefit
from all the bunding work that has been done.
“The bunds and check dams that Auroville cre-
ated have a positive effect on the aquifer,” says
Gilles. “They ensure that rainwater percolates
into the aquifer, which benefits the villages
‘downstream. Auroville benefits indirectly as the
recharge augments the groundwater volume and
so delays saline water intruding into the aquifer.
But it will not prevent it. We had lots of rain in
2010 and 2011, which created a better protec-
tion than usual. But the rainfall in 2012 was

deficient, so the groundwater may turn saline in
some places. Previously, in dry summers, the
wells in the Repos beach community were
drawing brackish water. This year it may hap-
pen again. We are in the danger area.
Auroville’s work is commendable; but if we
look at the total area, Auroville’s environmental
impact is no more than 1%.”

In Pondicherry, the local situation has
slightly improved because of two reasons. One
is that the tank rehabilitation programme con-
ducted a few years ago with the help of
Auroville  has  considerably  enhanced
Pondicherry’s rainwater catchment capacity. A
second is that, due to the shift in the land use
from agriculture to urbanization, water extrac-
tion has dropped substantially. Ousteri Lake,
for example, which is the largest artificial water
body in the region, was created for irrigation.
But today, there is no longer any irrigation to
speak of.

“But such a change of scenario cannot be
expected in the rural Auroville area, even
though we witness increasing urbanization
around us which may result in less water
demand. For Auroville, we have to look at dif-
ferent options.”

Rainwater harvesting

One of these options is rainwater harvest-
ing, which makes up the bulk of the study. “It’s
nothing new,” says Gilles. “The ancient Tamil
kings created a whole interconnected system of
erys and lakes which got filled with rainwater.
This water was then used for agriculture. Even
today some of these erys are being used, even
though many have fallen into disuse and are no
longer maintained.

“For the urban areas, too, the ancient kings
developed rainwater harvesting structures. But
during the last centuries the approach has
changed to trying to get rid of rainwater as fast
as possible. Rainwater is considered a nuisance
rather than a potential resource. Then, paradox-
ically, gigantic efforts are undertaken to bring
water back to the very same urban areas, often
from far away and at tremendous cost.”

In Auroville, rainwater harvesting is only
being done to recharge the aquifer (with the
exception of Annapurna farm which uses it also
for irrigation). “But we found that rainwater
harvesting can be one of the major water
resources for the city,” says Gilles. “Even

s

supplied from harvested rainwater.” This, he
says, would require one or more storage tanks
with a total capacity of 300,000 cubic metres,
which would be filled through appropriate
drainage systems. For water security reasons, it
would be better to create a number of storage
tanks.

But how to fill such a tank or tanks? “The
design for capturing and storing rainwater
needs to be planned and integrated within the
city layout,” says Gilles. “It means that
drainage conduits and rainwater capturing
zones will have to be designed as part of the
urban landscape, using existing topographic
features. We propose that a network of natural
waterways is created all over Auroville which
would drain the rainwater into the storage areas.
This could lead to a very nice urban landscape,
where the waterways would be filled-up during
monsoons and be empty during the rest of the
year. As rainwater is prone to pollution, these
waterways would help in the cleaning process
through appropriate designs, landscape and
vegetation. A final water treatment system
would cleanse the water before it would be fed
into the drinking water supply.”

The function of the Matrimandir lake

“In our study we took the Matrimandir lake
as a given, not to be questioned,” says Gilles.
“The lake, which surrounds the Matrimandir
and its inner gardens, has a symbolic and aes-
thetic value. Such a large structure needs to be
studied from several points of view in relation
to the ground reality and the way it can be inte-
grated in the topographic context. So we studied
the ways and potential to sustain the lake in its
three functions: aesthetic, symbolic and practi-
cal, e.g. to what extent it is possible to use it as
part of the Auroville rainwater harvesting net-
work. We then found that the lake has never
been well-planned. The surrounding buildings,
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lake is such that one part is lower and anoth-

er higher than the lake [see contour map on-
page 2]. The only rainwater that can be harvest-
ed is from the latter area and from the
Matrimandir’s inner gardens. But that run-off
would be insufficient to compensate for the
losses, even with a lake level fluctuation of 75
centimeters as allowed by late Chief Architect
Roger Anger. Additionally, there would be no
possibility to use the lake as part of the rainwa-
ter harvesting network.

“To solve the problem you can either
redesign the topography — which means a lot of
earth movement — or use the existing topogra-
phy. We chose the latter option and explored
the potential of designing a ‘step-lake’ or a ‘ter-
raced lake’ like the rice fields in Bali, so that
there is a much larger area which can drain into
it. Such a lake would have three to four levels or
more, with 50-100 centimeter steps, each pro-
portional to the corresponding drainage catch-
ment area. It could be very beautiful. The aes-
thetic aspect of such a lake could include water-
falls and moving water and the design could
integrate the already grown-up trees around
Matrimandir on islands. In this way the lake can
be maintained naturally from an effective
drainage area of 1,446,000m? (356 acres) bor-
dering Matrimandir.

“Such a drainage area, however, will at
times provide more water than the lake can
store. So there will be a very large overflow
which will need to be stored in a secondary
reservoir, which can be emptied as required.
We calculated that this reservoir, with a capaci-
ty of 150,000 cubic metres (or a surface area of
30,000 square metres of 5 metre depth), would
not only be useful to help maintain the levels of
the lake in the dry season, but also in combina-
tion with Matrimandir lake, be able to supply a
population of 15,000 people for, on average,
220 days a year.” The calculation, he explains,

is made on the basis of a projected con-
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sumption of 107 litres per capita per day
(led), which is less than half the 270 led as
indicated in the Indian National Building
Code.

“But it is in consonance with the Green
Rating for Integrated Habitat Assessment
which takes into account that wastewater
is being recycled for flushing or other sim-
ilar usages, in order to optimize the fresh-
water use.” In comparison, the average
water use in the USA is almost 600 lcd —
has a high share of outdoor water use
largely because of landscape irrigation and
swimming pools — against 200 led in
Germany and 100 led in China.

Multi-sourcing

Though rainwater harvesting can be
the major water source, the study does not
recommend relying solely on it. Instead it
proposes using a combination of resources.
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BUILDI_NQ_ THE CITY

Harvesting rainwater for Auroville's water needs

continued from page 1

“This,” says Gilles, “has a lot of advan-
tages. It makes the system very sturdy and
allows for flexibility to keep pace with the pop-
ulation growth; there is no need to invest in sys-
tems which are meant for a much larger
population.

“So a multi-sourcing strategy is essential.
Based on a population model of 15,000 people,
a combination of resources has been examined.
Our technical and economic evaluation shows
that fresh groundwater is the cheapest source,
followed by harvested rainwater, then desalin-
ized brackish groundwater, while desalinized
seawater is the most expensive. Taking into
account the investment and running costs over a
20-year period, a mix of rainwater harvesting,
desalination of brackish water and a back-up of
groundwater — e.g. extracted from pockets of
ground water that are not threatened by seawa-
ter intrusion and which can be recharged and
maintained — will be the most feasible solution
to achieve water security for Auroville.

— S
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differences around the
Matrimandir Lake

The study concentrates on the city area and
its estimated water demand. It does not deal
with the greenbelt and the outlying areas. “In
future, more rainwater harvesting systems can
be created there to supply the additional popula-
tion,” says Gilles.

But all that is for later. Now that the techni-
cal part of the study is completed, the team has
started work on how to translate its proposals
into the reality of Auroville and integrate them
into the city layout. The next step is for
Auroville to decide if this is the path to be fol-
lowed. Says Gilles, “Tim Rees, an early
Aurovilian who made the first hydrological
study of Auroville, told us that Mother said to
him in 1972 that there is enough water and that
the Aurovilians will have to use their ingenuity
to collect it and make use of it. That’s what we
are trying to do.”

In conversation with Carel

The study will soon be accessible on the
Auroville web site.
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ver the years there have been many

different maps of Auroville. The

early maps of the land tended to be

schematic or conceptual — ‘wish

maps’ — as not much had yet been
established on the ground. Today, there is more
emphasis upon mapping the actual topography —
settlements, roads and natural features — although
these maps often still include conceptual elements,
like the curving lines which demarcate the Zones
and the perfect circles which enclose the city and
Greenbelt.

But there have been other kinds of maps. For
example, there have been a number of attempts to
map Auroville’s actual or ideal organization. In this
line, John Z. recently posted a link to his new map
on Auronet. His ‘Auroville At A Glance Interactive
Map’ shows who is in which group/service/unit,
and how these groups/services/units are linked
through shared members. As one keeps clicking on
different groups, a richly interlaced network of
hubs and interconnections emerges; a kind of
Auroville web.

It’s far from perfect — there are a number of
inaccuracies and omissions (which John is busy
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correcting) and the map floats untethered around
the screen —but it’s a very useful map. Apart from
telling us who is in which group, it shows how very
many of our major groups are organized around
money and commerce. It also shows that some
Aurovilians are members of more than one group
(ten seems to be the record), and that while some
groups — like the FAMC — are connected to many
other groups through their members, others — like
the Entry Group, for example — are relatively poor-
ly connected.

The difficulty comes in interpreting this infor-
mation. For example, the knee-jerk reaction of
some Aurovilians to the news that someone is a
member of multiple groups is that he or she is
power-crazy and/or powerfully influencing policy
in many sectors. This may be true. On the other
hand, members of groups like the Working
Committee automatically become ex officio mem-
bers of other groups. It might also be assumed that
the more linkages a group has with other groups
through common members, the better it is able to
understand the whole and, therefore, the more like-
ly it is to make wise decisions. But this is not neces-
sarily so. Just because somebody is a member of

two or more groups does not mean that he or she is
sharing information between the groups, nor does it
necessarily imply that he/she has any wider sense
of community needs.

In other words, many of the connections indi-
cated in the map may be conceptual or potential
rather than actual.

The attempt to better understand how our orga-
nization works is a worthy and understandable one,
and we should keep on trying to improve that
understanding. John Z. has made a valuable contri-
bution here. Ultimately, however, all such maps are
limited in their usefulness because they cannot cap-
ture many of the elements involved in the famous
‘Auroville process’. For example, the information
given in this particular map is only about the struc-
ture and membership of ‘official” groups. It doesn’t
include ‘non-official’ groups, nor does it explain
how individuals and groups take decisions. To
begin to do this, you would need to understand not
only the hierarchy of groups in Auroville and their
preferred mode of decision-making. You would
also need to know which individuals, ideals or dog-
mas are influential, and upon whom and why.

This would be a huge study in itself. But if you

were trying to understand our process, even then
you wouldn’t be finished, because you would also
need to include the effects of the larger cosmic
forces which are constantly pushing and pulling
each one of us in unique ways. And you would also
need to take into account the evolutionary
Becoming which unfolds moment by moment, cre-
ating new realities, new possibilities.

All this is impossible to do, of course, which is
why maps work best with relatively static things
like landscapes and roads rather than with complex
dynamic entities like the Auroville process and an
evolving universe. In our present consciousness we
cannot do without maps, and John and his fellow
mapmakers are to be sincerely thanked for their
efforts. But we must never forget, as I think we
sometimes do, that Auroville cannot be reduced to
its mappable elements — its buildings, roads, pro-
jects, income and expenditure etc. — nor should we
assume that today’s maps can be any guide for the
future. For Auroville is, primarily, a Being, an
evolving group soul and, as such, cannot be con-
fined to any convenient category or predictable
path of progress. It is to be lived, not analysed.

Alan




Tibetan holidays

Thirteen Tibetan children between 14-17
years lived for one and a half months in
Auroville.

pinach momos with dried chilly chutney, serves

‘ six’ is the first of the eight recipes in Simple

Recipes from the roof of the World, a Tibetan

cookbook made by Tibetan children during their

holidays in Auroville. “This is the fourth time

that children from Tibet have come to Auroville during their win-

ter holidays,” says Kalsang, the caretaker of the Pavilion of

Tibetan Culture. “They come from the Tibetan Children’s Village
in Suja, in the Himalayas in North India.”

The Tibetan Children’s Village, she explains, is a community
in exile which takes care of and educates orphans, destitutes and
refugee children from Tibet. “These children were sent by their
parents to India to get a better education. They all escaped over
the mountains to Nepal, walking for weeks with a guide. The
tracks are dangerous; the children carry food, clothing, bedding
and shelter, but much has to be abandoned on the way. Mostly,
when they arrive, they have little more than the clothes they wear.
Some children suffered frostbite; one girl lost three fingers, others
nearly lost their feet. It was only when they arrived in Nepal,
where they were received at the Tibetan Refugee Reception
Center (TRRC) in Kathmandu, that there were treated.”

The TRRC helped the children to go to Dharamsala in India,
where they were sent to the Tibetan Children’s Village (TCV), to
live in self-contained family groups called Khimtsang of 20 girls
and 20 boys, with two foster parents. “Most foster parents and
teachers have gone through the same traumas as the children and
know the life story of each of them. This creates very strong
bonds. The children are raised together as brothers and sisters and
the school, in fact, is home.” Kalsang knows what they went
through; she herself is a refugee from Tibet, walked the gruelling
miles across the mountains to Nepal and was brought up in the
Tibetan Children’s Village.

“This school-family is all they have,” says Kalsang. “The
Chinese authorities do not permit the children to meet their par-
ents — they haven't seen them since 2008 — which becomes partic-
ularly painful at Tibetan New Year, which is the traditional time
for family. All communication is blocked — telephones, emails
and letters. A friend of mine visited Tibet and carried a letter from
one of the students. In Lhasa he phoned the mother to tell her to
pick up the letter. Fifteen minutes later the Chinese army was
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The Tibetan children singing a song at the farewell party

standing at the door, demanding to see the letter. The mother only
got it when they were satisfied that there was nothing against
China in it. That’s still the situation today.”

The Pavilion of Tibetan Culture offers these children a holi-
day home and some education, jointly with the five Aurovilian
Tibetan children. “Increasingly, Aurovilians become aware of
what we are doing, and help is growing. This time there were
seven volunteers,” says Kalsang. “They taught the children arts
and crafts, theatre, fencing, laughter yoga, music and English
communication. They also helped the children to make a small
booklet, My Fatherland Tibet, dedicated to the martyrs who sacri-
ficed their lives for the country, and a small Tibetan cookbook
with recipes of Tibetan dishes — vegetarian, in order not to offend
Aurovilian sensitivities. While the TCV takes care of the costs of
transport and food, we in Auroville provide free accommodation
and education at the Pavilion of Tibetan Culture.” Is financial help
required? “Yes,” she says. “We’ve managed this time, but only
just.”

The interaction with Auroville children was particularly
poignant this time when there were sharings with the students of
Future School and Last School. “Two Chinese students have
recently joined Auroville and there was an emotional interaction,”

says Kalsang. “The Chinese girl burst into tears, saying that she
was not responsible for the plight of these Tibetans. And, of
course, she wasn’t. In fact, neither the Chinese nor the Tibetan
people can be held responsible for these developments. She said
that at school in China they were told that Tibetan people are very
violent. That was very painful to hear, for the Tibetans see them-
selves as full of love and compassion. But the Auroville children
learned a lot, the sharing widened their world view and we got
many phone calls from parents who noted that this interaction had
changed their children.”

Next year again children from Tibet will spend their winter
holidays in Auroville. “It has become a fixed programme which
we couldn’t have imagined when we started the Pavilion of
Tibetan Culture many years ago,” said Claude Arpi, the founder
of the Pavilion. “I would like now to go one step further; I would
like to also invite a number of Chinese children to interact with
the Tibetan children here in Auroville. Auroville, after all, is all
about human unity.”

Carel

For more information and help contact Kalsang Dolma at
bodkhang97@gmail.com
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BUILDING THE CITY

Reviewing the building permission process

On January 28th, the Auroville Town Development Council organized a workshop on building guidelines, as part of its
review of its building permission process. It was guided by Helen Eveleigh, an expert on the development of sustainable

communities in the UK.

uring my previous visits
‘ ‘ to Auroville the Town
Development Council
(TDC) asked me to look
at revising the building

application process,” says Helen. “I have been
‘developing built-environment policies, prac-
tices and guidance in the UK — I was policy
advisor for built environment of the Sustainable
Development Commission in the UK — and
have 12 years of experience supporting the
delivery of large-scale sustainable communi-
ties. I undertook a review of this area in 2011
and now came back for a couple of months to
support delivery of the recommendations. This
finally resulted in the half-day workshop at the
Unity Pavilion to get community input to the
development of guidelines for buildings in
Auroville.

“The TDC had been experiencing problems
with the existing building permission process.
People complained about lack of clarity regard-
ing requirements; about being sent from pillar
to post; and many got very frustrated with the
process which, in some cases, would last more
than one and a half years. Even at the end they
were not sure if their project was going to be
approved. There was a backlog of pending
applications, both of small projects such as
house extensions as well as of larger ones such
as the creation of a new block of apartments.
The TDC wanted to become more effective and
get clarity on how to make decisions.

“I had long discussions about the permis-
sion process with a number of TDC members,
architects and other users of the system. We
agreed that the process should aim at helping
the project and not be a bureaucratic hurdle.
Someone who comes with a project proposal
should be supported in a collaborative manner
so that the end product is an improvement on
the original design; a building that support’s
Auroville’s aims and aspirations The system
should inspire and, as regards sustainable build-
ings, encourage experimentation and innova-

tion and the sharing of best practices, and be
simple and have clear and transparent decision-
making criteria,

“We agreed that a number of issues have to
be addressed. One vital missing ingredient from
my experience is a set of clear statements out-
lining what the community wants from its
buildings.

“These guidelines should embody the com-
munity aspiration to build in a certain way and
reflect agreed community goals and vision.
They would also give clarity to the decision-
making process so applicants understand the
criteria against which their projects will be
reviewed. But guidelines are a checklist; they
should not be understood as ‘obligations’. If a
project does not follow a guideline, the TDC
should know why not, and instead of refusing
building permission, should try to help the pro-
ject incorporate that guideline if it is appropri-
ate for the scale of building or specific site. As
all buildings belong to the community, there is
a logic that project-holders, as far as possible,
comply with the guidelines, and that if they
can’t, the community finds ways to help. For
building in Auroville is a common responsibil-
ity: there should not be a sense of a private indi-
vidual and a permission-giving ‘authority’; but
instead of project-holders and community rep-
resentatives working together to manifest an
asset.

“Another issue which was proposed is peer
review — the review of the design proposal by
key stakeholders, including the community. I
have been told that this had been tried before,
but that it had not worked as senior architects
felt frustrated if their ideas were not heeded and
less experienced architects felt imposed upon.
Perhaps we need to change the name from ‘peer
review’ to ‘collaborative planning’ to empha-
size the purpose of the review — to pool and
utilise our collective expertise and experience
in order to improve future development in
Auroville. We should not reject an idea simply
because it hasn’t worked in the past.

“Last but not least, the
TDC should consider how
minor organisational changes
could improve its functioning.
For example, in England one
person in the town planning
department is usually in charge
of a project, and helps carry it 1.
through. This greatly improves
the relationship between appli-
cant and the decision makers,
making it easier for applicants
to gain the information they

To ensure that the development of Auroville meets the needs of
current and future users, the Building Application Group will con-
sider how effectively proposals:

Reflect Auroville's context (existing buildings, topography, cli

mate, landscape, galaxy, concept, vision, etc.).

2. Minimise use of non-renewable energy (in materials, usage,
and transport).

3. Protect water quality, preserve water and minimize its use

4. Minimise solid waste rejected through prevention, re-use,

recycling and recovery.

Guidelines for Development in Auroville

need and enabling ARG in- 5. Reduce impact on land and natural systems and promote

depth understanding of the diversity.

project by the planning team. 6. Provide good value for money and are easy and affordable to
“In the workshop we con- maintain.

centrated on the guidelines. I 7. Deliver economic, environmental or social benefit to the wider

presented best practice guide- community.

lines on sustainability that are
in use in the UK and in India —

such as LEED and GRIHA S

8. Provide buildings and places which enhance the health, well-
being and spiritual growth of users and are accessible to every

9. Demonstrate use of best practice and/or innovation in design.

(India) and the Code for 10. Promote collective living and social interaction whilst

Sustainable Homes (UK) and
the 10 guiding principles of 1.

providing privacy.
Deliver buildings and places that are simple yet beautiful.

‘One Planet Communities’. 12. Plan for the future (adaptable design, adaptation to impacts

The participants discussed
them and then voted on those
which, in their view, were of
importance in Auroville.
“They agreed that buildings should promote
happiness and spiritual growth. Houses and
apartments should be designed as simply as pos-
sible, so that they could fit all and not be tailor-
made to the requirements of the person who pays
for it. They should be adaptable and affordable,
and, if possible, innovative. As buildings don’t
stand on their own, they should be in harmony
with other buildings and the landscape around it.
Common facilities should be clustered together,
at walkable distances, and there should be guide-
lines for the shaping of landscapes and wider
urban areas. The need for collective spaces was
stressed, but also the need to respect privacy and
find architectural solutions for issues such as

of climate change).

noise pollution.

“Many other issues came up as well, such as
the need for sustainable community transport; the
usefulness of a handbook on the do’s and don’ts
of construction in Auroville; and the need to pro-
mote urban agriculture. Lastly, it was felt that the
Auroville Master Plan might need to be adapted
to better reflect Auroville’s values at the urban
planning scale.”

Helen’s work has borne fruit. A few weeks
after the workshop, the TDC published the
Guidelines for Development in Auroville and
announced that it is working on creating practical
guidelines which will be incorporated in the
building application forms.

In conversation with Carel
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Developing Entrepreneurship

Chandresh, an ex-student of the Ashram school who later worked in the Silicon chip industry
in the US for twenty-two years, tells of his life before Auroville and his work here supporting

new ventures

Auroville Today: How did your experience in the Ashram school
influence and shape who you are today?

handresh: My parents and uncles were all freedom

fighters, so from them I was quite influenced during

my early years in the social aspect of India’s develop-

ment. I joined the Sri Aurobindo Ashram school in

1968 when I was 11 years old. In the Ashram, there
was such an intense atmosphere, so it definitely had an influence.
In the school, there was a strong discipline, and although it was
flexible in the sense that you could choose what you wanted to do,
it was very structured. That helped in developing the ability to
focus and plan. The focus there was not on passing exams, but on
getting a rounded education. In engineering we had a five year
course and were exposed to the three main areas of mechanical,
electrical and civil engineering, and because computers were just
coming up at that time, I also took computer science and digital
electronics. Being so broad it was not like the engineering courses
outside, but it gave a very rounded background with a hands-on
emphasis.

Were you also much involved with physical education?

In the Ashram, physical education was mandatory. Every day
the students had to be involved in different activities — combatives,
aquatics, gymnastics, athletics, games, and then, of course, there
were competitions. There was a very structured programme.

That emphasis on athletics is something I have maintained.
This week over three thousand runners are competing in the
Auroville marathon. I started the marathons in Auroville in 2008
for Auroville’s 40th anniversary, and even this year it is based here
and I am the race director. It is a huge effort, with about 20 team
members and about 250 volunteers. When I was in the US I used to
run marathons, and when I came here there were no marathons in
the area. My original plan was to have a run from the Matrimandir
to the Ashram and back again; that would have been about 30 km.
But then I decided that we needed a marathon course within
Auroville itself. It has been very successful; each year the number
of runners has been growing.

After your education in the Ashram, what did you do?

I worked in Pondicherry for four years with a company that
was started by one of the founders who had helped start Aurelec.
The company was designing and manufacturing leather processing
machines and I helped develop some new digital electronic design
products for the company. Later it also moved into design and man-
ufacture of computers and I worked with the design team on these
new projects. | was happy doing this work, but my brother who was
in the US kept saying that I should come and check it out.

e o e o

India. Already for a long time I had been thinking
of going back, but that was my turning point. It
took me some time to wrap things up, and in 2006
I joined Auroville.

Briefly take us through some of your projects
since coming to Auroville.

I started SaraCon as an entrepreneur develop-
ment centre. I came from Silicon Valley where
many new companies had been started with ven-
ture capital. The idea here was to create a kind of
social venture pool to help young Aurovilians or
newcomers who had ideas to start an activity. It is
very difficult to find a place in Auroville to start
something, and even if you find something you
have to deal with the cost of setting it up and the rent. So the
SaraCon campus was to become a hub for entrepreneur develop-
ment, with workshops on business planning, project support writ-
ing, and things like that. Once some activities had started they
could cross-pollinate and support each other. The idea was to ini-
tially support a team for a year or two, and if the team becomes suc-
cessful, then any income over and above what they need for suste-
nance would be split three ways, one third to the unit to expand and
grow, the second third to sustain and grow the community, and the
third would go to the pool from which we fund other projects. But
that part of the vision has yet to materialize.

Also, the idea was that we would support three types of pro-
jects. One type would help the community as a whole. The commu-
nity transport system is one of those. We did some research but the
cost of a general transport systenr was too high and we couldn’t
support it. However, we developed Quiet Transport, an electric
bike project, and Auroville Community Transport (ACT), a bus
service as part of that. Both of these enterprises are struggling to
gain traction, however — the bus service because it needs more
users, and the bike service because of the unavailability of suffi-
ciently durable batteries in India.

Blue Light with which I have been involved started off at
SaraCon but has now moved to Town Hall. Blue Light represents
the open source movement in Auroville. Usually in India when you
buy a computer, the operating system and other software that is
bundled with it are copied versions and not legal. So the idea was
that at least all the services in Auroville could use Ubuntu, which is
an open source operating system, and Blue Light also supported
other tools that can be used on open source. Blue Light had a team
that would go to the units and services and convert their systems to
open source, train their staff, and do networking so that backups
could be done remotely. The Blue Light team converted almost 40
units to using Ubuntu. They also gave courses at the SaraCon office
for people working in the units to learn how to use these software

The Saracon building in Kottakarai, Auroville

In the U.S. I worked in the electronics industry, first on the East
Coast where my brother was and later on the West Coast. Slowly I
moved into designs that spanned microprocessors, computers and
later networking. I worked in many companies there and afierwards
started a company which did design services consulting for bigger
companies, mostly on networking, wireless switching, and things
like that.

Outside of technical work, in the mid 1990s along with some
friends we started a weekly Sri Aurobindo study circle, which
eventually expanded to having several evenings of readings and a
sports activity on Sunday momings. In 1995 our group also started
going to the Lodi Ashram for their monthly retreats. Through this
group I became a board member of the Sri Aurobindo Association
of California which was involved in coordinating the All USA
Meetings (AUMSs), publishing the journal Collaboration, and help-
ing to promote Auroville and other projects within US. In 1999 our

group, along with AVI-USA, organized fundraising for the Village °

Action Group and land purchase in Auroville.

Through this fundraising work I was invited to join AVI-USA,
and after joining I went to the general AVI meeting in Germany in
2000 where I was invited to join the general AVI board.

Then in 2003 President Bush started a preemptive war in Irag,
and I decided that was it, | am getting out of here and going back to

packages, and also developed open source software for some of the
activities in SaraCon, such as for our bus transport logistics.

Another project of this type is Urban Networks for which
SaraCon provided a space in the complex until recently when they
moved to Town Hall; they are doing regional planning [See
Auroville Today, December 2012]

The second type of project SaraCon wants to support is those
which would give maintenance to Aurovilians. In 2000 [ started
Avitra, a translation service. We have people from about 30 countries
here, so it is an ideal place for website localization, voice-overs,
translations of books and brochures. That unit is doing okay; we have
about 25 Aurovilians who get their maintenance through that system.
Another project of that sort was AurovilleArts.com, an online gallery
for Auroville artists so that their art could be exhibited online and
sold. After three years of effort, the website was good but we had to
close it because most of our artists were not open to the idea.

We also started Auroville Consulting to offer management
consulting services to companies outside using Auroville expertise.
The idea here was to create a knowledge-based industry for
Auroville. Auroville has a lot of expertise in greenwork, for exam-
ple, and the idea was that if companies outside wanted to take some
initiative in this area, Auroville could provide some project man-
agement for them.

Chandresh

The third type of initiative was to support local Aurovilians and
local artisans. One example of this type of project is Wellpaper
which had an office in SaraCon for two years, and now has moved
to their own building. I have been involved in another initiative —
growing mushrooms — using the same method of training local peo-
ple and microfinancing them through the Village Action Group,
and also helping with the management, quality control and market-
ing. Another project that has moved to SaraCon is Eco Femme,
which is making reusable sanitary napkins for women; they moved
into our complex about two months ago. Auro Creation which
makes compressed earth block also has their management office
here. Tapasya Design Studio had a sojourn at SaraCon for some
time before they moved to their own offices in the Humility build-
ing which they designed and built. Many initiatives have started off
here and then moved on their own places.

For some time I have had in mind creating a space for product
development. Today if you want to create a new product in
Auroville, it is impossible to find a workshop or an affiliate to do
the job work. There also are not many skilled artisans who can do
this work. I am trying to set up a product design space adjacent to
Udavi school campus, where there are four big industrial sheds
which need sprucing up. Building a team to do the product design
work is challenging, however, as is securing the funding to set this
up. We want to have facilities for wood work, metal work, and
fabric making. We have found a team leader for carpentry work,
and a team leader for fabric, we also have interest from some
designers to be part of this new setup. We can provide a place and
some logistical help, but each activity will have to be self-sustain-
ing. There are possibilities and we are trying to realize them.

How do you view Auroville’s overall development?

The socio-economic development is a big challenge, including
the availability of housing and a sustainable maintenance for the
residents. There are many young and skilled people who come to
Auroville but they do not stay because there is no place for them
and no maintenance for them. Even the volunteers who come have
to contribute to the Central Fund while maintaining themselves
from their savings. This is in contradiction to common sense. In
SaraCon we provide the volunteers with their basic needs — trans-
port from Chennai and back, meals, an electric bike to get around,
a little bit of pocket money. But other units are not doing this. In
terms of housing, there is a resistance to building temporary hous-
ing because it tends to become permanent in Auroville, as people
don’t move out because they don’t have the means or the will in the
future. What is promised is readily forgotten. Today, in Auroville
most new structures are using reinforced steel and concrete. These
rigid structures cost a lot of money and take a lot of time and ener-
gy to build. Recently I found out that the life of costly reinforced
concrete structures is only about 60-70 years, and yet in Auroville
these are the types mostly promoted.

When the early pioneers came to Auroville, the land was unin-
habitable. By default their main effort was greenwork. But now the
second and third generations of Aurovilians are here and the
socioeconomic situation is as barren as the land was for those pio-
neers. There are not enough people, and so the community is strug-
gling with problems of money and cash flow, and many residents
go abroad to work or build guest houses in their residences to earn
extra money. There is little money to move the economy forward,
little to create new jobs and wealth. Forget about creation, you cre-
ate when you have the basics, but the basics are still lacking.

There is not enough concerted effort towards socio-economic
development. The Auroville Board of Commerce (ABC) is mostly
focused on regulating whatever units there are with procedures,
rules, taxes and loans, but it is not able to set aside any money or
time for the development of entrepreneurship or new projects with-
in Auroville. This is left to the initiatives of individual residents or
newcomers. There is no group within Auroville reviewing business
plans or encouraging teams, no corpus money to support new ini-
tiatives. For Auroville initiatives, bank loans from outside general-
ly are unavailable, and there are no means to raise loans within
Auroville, except through a private party. The economic situation
in Auroville needs concentrated effort to germinate new enterpris-
es in a variety of fields with ongoing support, guidance and net-
working. Without this we will not be able to create a knowledge
society. Due to the low population density, the cottage industry
model will not work for our residents, and it is not practical to
move workers in and out each day for low margin industries. Other
micro-enterprise models have to be set up to leverage skills where
the best resources may be mobilized and optimum returns are
possible.

In conversation with Larry
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The Changemaker

Gijs, a social entrepreneur, farmer, teacher and consultant, joined Auroville in 2010. Here's his journey.

Auroville Today: What are your early
memories of your turning-points which
clarified the direction of your life?

ijs: My parents are film-

makers. They had made a

ocumentary on children

in Rajasthan. I was 10.

The story was about twins

— a brother and a sister. Due to sex dis-

crimination, the girl wasn’t allowed to go

to school. However, when her father and

brother went to the Pushkar fair to sell

their pottery toys, the girl would wear her

brother’s clothes and sneak into school.

The story was magical: my reality in

Amsterdam where T was living was so
incomparably different.

There was a farmer from Rajasthan,
Inder Dan, who helped my parents make
this movie. He came to the Netherlands
to promote it and visited us at our home.
I remember very clearly the image of this
man — big bright turban, long beard,
white gown, there he was standing in our
very Amsterdam kitchen making his rotis
(chapatis) on the open fire, without using
a pan. ‘Wow, I want to go to where you
come from,’ I told Inder Dan. All he said
was, ‘Finish your education and then you
can come work in my farm.’

So that was it, I knew that this is what I wanted
to do! This idea stuck in my head for the next 8
years, When [ was finishing high school I started
preparing to go to his farm. I had no farming expe-
rience, so I looked at some local organic farms in
Amsterdam to gain some experience in farming. I
also took a Hindi course and finally went to India
and worked for a year at Inder Dan’s farm.

Inder Dan is a multi-talented guy. He is a
farmer, poet, playwright, historian, manager and
inventor. All my experience in farming and
insights into politics, economy, entrepreneurship
stem from the time spent with him.

UnLtd Tamil Nadu

On 15th February, 2013, Gijs Spoor
gave a presentation on “The Social
Entrepreneurship movement in India:
how can we join from Auroville.” He
explained how UnLtd Tamil Nadu can
serve as an incubator for aspiring
changemakers by offering access to
coaches and mentors and providing
training and funds for two categories
of start-up projects. Level 1 —to start a
new initiative from scratch UnLtd
Tamil Nadu offers up to Rs 80,000 of
seed funding + 160 hours of hands-on
support in 12 months; and Level 2 —to
propel an existing high-potential pro- .
ject towards greater impact and sus- |
tainability it offers up to Rs 200,000 + '
220 hours of support over 12 months.
Unltd Tamil Nadu wants to raise Rs 30
lakhs (approx. US$ 60,000) in two
years to support 30 social entrepre-
neurs in Tamil Nadu.

I had so many experiences and memories of
this one year in India. All of these have shaped my
life to make me what I am today — a changemalker.
Inder Dan had these great ideas, he was a social
entrepreneur who was always experimenting with
business models and institutional forums. I was
interested in grounding his ideas. I would always
tell him, ‘Let’s do it.”

I remember saying that just selling raw prod-
ucts wasn’t going to bring the farmers a livelihood;
we decided to go up the value chain and have a
retail shop. Inder Dan had been doing research and
he knew how to make bread in a traditional way
with a wood fired oven, and other exotic healthy
bakes. One brilliant idea he had was to cook
healthy meals for rickshaw pullers, and in return
they would do some advertising for him. He gave
them t-shirts to wear which advertised our shop on
the back. All the tourists would come to our shop.

After this year in Rajasthan, | went back to
Holland to get myself a university degree.

Did anything significant change in your belief
system after this year? Did you face any chal-
lenges in Holland?

From left: Jessamijn, little Sijmen, Liesbeth and Gijs

Yes, definitely. What changed was that I was
determined to implement change where it was
required. At my university I became very active in
the student movement for voicing the truth. We
realised the system was chronically sick, it was
always trying to restrict thinking. So we did every-
thing to resist the politics in the system and imple-
ment effective actions. We were quite successful in
standing our ground.

How did you come to Auroville?

We were a few friends from university who
had all studied organic agriculture. Two of them,
Dave and Natasha, who today are Aurovilians,
were also part of this circle. They got married to
each other in India and it is through them that I
came to know of Auroville. While we were all in
India attending their wedding, Dave, who had
spent his career in Tanzania, Africa, convinced us
that Tanzania was the place to start our own organ-
ic farm. We thought of buying a large 1,000 acre
farm to grow organic Fair Trade herbs. So I went
there to prepare the transaction and to make a busi-
ness plan. It was very challenging because the sys-
tem there was corrupt. We identified the land. It
was beautiful land, it had a national wildlife zone,
spring areas and an agriculture zone where the soil
was rich rich rich; we could grow anything there.
But there were five legal claims to the same piece
of land so we decided to leave it. Our other obvious
option was India, so I came back.

Dave and Natasha were already settled in
Auroville, at Evergreen. I came to spend 6 months
with them in 2003, working with the Farm Group
doing research and preparing their first 5 year plan.
But the more I explored Auroville, the more I felt
that it was too inward-looking and disconnected
from the world outside. I really wanted to experi-
ence India. So I left Auroville and went to
Hyderabad.

I started working with farmers in Andhra
Pradesh, Maharashtra, Manipur, Kerala.
Everything I did was to do with organic farming
and Fair Trade, which meant mobilising groups of
small farmers and helping them to get access to
high-end value markets. I set up two companies. I
wanted to experience the mainstream corporate
sector, and I did. However, I also realised that what
I wanted to do in the business world is actually to
bring a change based on values, and I couldn’t find
a space to do that there. I still remember meetings
in Mumbai with these huge textile conglomerates.
We were not communicating. I couldn’t express
that what really matters is to use all this factory set-
up to change the world rather than to just make
money. Five or six years after | had first left
Auroville I realised that, actually, Auroville is the
place to explore how to insert values into business.

By now I was married to my wife, Jessamijn,
who was also in our agriculture friends’ circle from
university. We already had a child and the second
one was coming. I had been working too much and
neglecting my family. We decided to quit
Hyderabad and come to Auroville. It was a deci-
sion to spend more time with family, with values,
with passion. It was 2010.”

So what have you been doing in Auroville since
you returned?

I came back to work with the Farm Group
again. I was supporting them with planning, what
to grow where, how to increase consumption,
matching supply and demand. After charting the
next 5 year plan, I wanted to do something practi-
cal as well, so I worked at Foodlink distributing
vegetables. Now I steward a 9 acre forest in
Udumbu, where we also try to grow food, but I
am not a very good farmer.

Meanwhile my daughter started going to
TLC, The Learning Community. This is a school
where parents also dedicate their time to teach-
ing children. So I got involved with TLC, teach-
ing biology and science. After the first batch of
kids graduated from TLC and went to Last
School, I continued teaching them the same sub-
jects at their new school. It was very important
for me to start infusing values at a very forma-
tive age in a child’s life. I even tried including
systems thinking in the classes.

At Evergreen we started a systems thinking
course called Systemic Change. It is a three-day
workshop where we help people articulate the
change they aspire to bring about, and build the
vehicle that will help them reach their goal. Last
time we had professionals from Bangalore who
work with CEOs of big companies like Wipro,
Voltas etc. By the end of it some of them realised
they needed a change in themselves. One of them
decided to quit his job altogether. He wants to
come back to explore what he should do next.

My main passion is to be associated with a
change in society. When we did these courses we
realised that in three days there’s very little you can
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accomplish. In order to consolidate or
ground these different practices or pet-
spectives, we need to spend at least 10
days together, if not longer. So the idea
came that instead of giving courses, why
not provide regular coaching and support
to those who want to bring about a
change in systems?

I decided we should get associated
with UnLtd India, a launch-pad for social
entrepreneurs. This is an Indian setup
which ‘finds, funds and supports excep-
tional individuals whose ideas, passion
and entrepreneurial skills can bring about
long-term solutions to India’s social
problems’. Right now we are in the
process of becoming affiliated to UnLtd
India. My targets are to raise 30 lacks
(approx. US$ 60,000) in two years to
support 30 social entrepreneurs in Tamil
Nadu. As soon as such milestones are
achieved and we have proved to be a
worthy UnLtd India affiliate, we can offi-
cially call ourselves UnLtd Tamil Nadu.
Once this happens, UnLtd India matches
100% of the money we have raised in the
1st year and 50% in the 2nd year. This
will really help us in achieving our
goals.”

NHAvW CLOHd

Have your views on Auroville changed
since you first left Auroville?

“Yes, they have. Today I believe Auroville has
a great potential to be a R&D hub for the world by
experimenting with different models. Compared to
when I first came to Auroville ten years ago, I see
more initiatives in Auroville now in reaching out to
the rest of India in the field of rural development.
SEDAB, for example, the enterprise development
programme in Auroville’s bioregion, could create a
serious impact [see Awroville Today # 278,
September 2012] Another programme, IRD,
Integral Rural Development programme.is still
being considered by the central and Tamil Nadu
governments. If it is approved, we can work with
20,000 rural families, and Auroville can become a
hub for rural development for Tamil Nadu, and
maybe even for India. The question is whether we
have the management capacities to deliver that
promise.

Auroville can bring a special flavour to the
rural development sector. One example of a
methodology we can introduce is “presencing” —
leading from the future as it emerges. This concept
is developed by C. Otto Scharmer from the MIT
Sloan School of Management, based in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. What he believes is
that if you are very clear about what you want to
see happening, and if you have also checked it
wants to happen, then it will happen. The question
is how you can collaborate effectively with its
materialisation and support it so it grows.

I want to be connected to the collective, the
outside world; that is my mirror. I see that as my
karma yoga. When we talk about changemaking,
inner work is half the job, but the other halfis being
effective in the world!”

In conversation with Mandalkini
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Dear Editors,

| This has reference to your article ‘Treating aids patients with homeopathy’ in the February

| 2013 issue. Harry van der Zee’s presentation in Auroville on the new remedies for epidemic
| diseases, trauma and chronic ailments was a big eye-opener for the Auroville professional

| homeopaths and laypersons alike. The development of the remedies is a farsighted evolution
| and we are thankful that Harry donated 80 remedies to the Auroville Institute for Integral

Health and taught us how to work with them.

Together with Harry we are developing a “basic remedy kit” for rural India, similar to the
one he has been using in rural Africa. This kit will be introduced in the Auroville village
outreach programmes; it will have remedies against tuberculosis, HIV and trauma-related
issues. As their use requires only basic skills, and as there are no side-effects, this will be a
| great means to address social and health challenges around Auroville.

~ LETTERS |

A topic not addressed in your article is the development in the Sri Aurobindo Ashram and
Auroville of the Harmony and Samata homeopathic remedies which are carrying the ener-
gies of The Mother and Sri Aurobindo. We have been experimenting with them for over 10
years now, and have created documentary evidence that they provide energetic support, lead

to intensified meditations, heal or ease physical ailments and have other beneficial effects,
regardless if the patient was made aware of the quality and name of the remedy or not.
We therefore propose the use of Harmony and Samata to enhance the yoga of Sri Aurobindo

and Mother in Auroville and all around the world. |

Sigrid

For more information visit harmonysamata@gmail.com

or contact sigrid@auroville.org.in
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