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The new buiiding of Village Action in Irumbai

Education through hard knocks

In February, the Auroville Village Action Group’s main source of funding stopped: a major dispute with some of their workers
ensued. What can be learned from this crisis?

ince the beginning of Auroville, a num-
S ber of individuals and groups have

worked closely with the villagers. By far
the largest of these organizations, and the one
with the most extensive and ambitious out-
reach programme, is Village Action (otherwise
known as Auroville Village Action Group, or
AVAG).

AVAG began in 1983. In the early years its
small staff attempted to support individual and
community initiatives emanating from the vil-
lages. AVAG also took over the running of
I[saiambalam School and set up the beginnings
of a night school network. By 1988, however,
the staff was beginning to re-evaluate its
approach. There was a feeling that AVAG was
too ‘charity-based’, that their programmes
were creating dependency in the local popula-
tion because there was insufficient participa-
tion from the side of the beneficiaries. Also,
the wish to support any initiatives coming
from the villagers meant that the quality of
those proposals was often not properly
assessed, leading to quite a high failure rate.

By 1991, and not without a struggle,
AVAG had established itself upon a new basis.
While it expanded its programme: into areas

Anbu with wbmen's Federation members

like ecological farming and health and
hygiene, it now required much more participa-
tion from the villagers in the implementation
and maintenance of many of the projects. Also,
it became more pro-active, identifying areas of
concern — like the low status of women and the
high drop-out rate from village schools — and
creating projects to.remedy this. The Life
Education Centre, begun in 1992, was one
such project. Perhaps the most successful of all
the AVAG projects, however, grew out of the
“Trickle-Up’ programme. This programme,
funded by a U.S. foundation, offered grants to
women in the villages who already had, or
wanted to start up, small businesses. At first
the scheme was not a success: most of the
recipients closed down their businesses after
receiving the grant. At this point Anbu, who
was supervising the scheme, decided to make
the grant conditional upon the women saving
regularly over six months. The success of this
led to the extension of the savings and loan
programme, resulting in a kind of ‘women’s
bank’ and collective fund run by the women
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themselves. This financial empowerment was
firmly based on the network of Women’s
Groups — groups of women who meet regular-
ly and organize projects to improve their vil-
lages.

Village Action’s programmes expanded
almost exponentially during the 1990s as did
their reach. By the end of the decade it was
working in over 60 villages, covering a popu-
lation of almost 70,000. It was engaged in var-
ious schemes for community development,
infrastructure upgrading and supplementary
education in almost 50 villages in the biore-
gion [see box on page 5]. While the philoso-
phy of AVAG was that the villagers should
take responsibility for and run the schemes
themselves, help was needed in the initial
stages. Consequently, AVAG took on and
trained young men and women from the local
villages as ‘Development Workers'. Their
responsibilities included not only supporting
and advising Women’s Groups and Men’s
Groups, but also liaising with NGOs and
Government departments to get funds for vil-
lage projects, assisting as ‘animators’ in local
schools and helping set up parents-teachers
associations and viilage councils. As a AVAG

coordinator put it a few
B years ago, “The
K Development Workers
are the backbone, the
ears and eyes of Village
Action in the villages.”

The crisis

Reflecting the suc-
z cessand professionalism
of its programmes, over

the years AVAG
received  increasingly
generous funding (in

1999, it had an annual
budget of $97,000).
While the funding has
come from a number of
different donors, the
main donor has been the
Commonwealth Human
Ecology Council
(CHEQ), liaising with the British Overseas
Development Agency (later DFID). DFID had
always made it clear that they would not pro-
vide funding beyond the end of the current pro-
ject in March 2004. However, there was opti-
mism among the AVAG coordinators that
other sources would be found to make up the
gap. In 2003 AVI-UK sponsored the profes-
sional preparation of a large village develop-
ment project which was submitted to the
European Commission and in the same year
Madanlal from the Sri Aurobindo Ashram
agreed to donate one lakh rupees a month to
AVAG. '

In November 2003, however, it became
clear that the European Commission would not
fund the development proposal. Still, optimism
in some quarters remained high. After all,
AVAG had already successfully weathered a
funding crisis in 1998-9 and Bhavana had gone
to the U.S. with the expectation of raising
additional funds there. By early 2004, howev-
er, Bhavana had not raised substantial funds in

the U.S., nor was she able to convince
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Village development workers receiving training in the new Village Action building

‘Madanlal to continue his financial support
beyond January. Given this. one of AVAG’s
trustees told Moris and Anbu, the main coordi-
nators of AVAG, that they had to prepare the
Development Workers for redundancies (the
office staff were not immediately affected as
their salaries were covered for one more year
by a grant from a German organization).

“Actually,” says Anbu, “we had been

warning the Development Workers since
March 2003 that if we didn’t find other sources
of funding, Village Action might not be able to
employ some of them after March, 2004. But
nobody thought it would be them.” Now Moris
and Anbu met with the Development Workers
and told them that some of them could no
longer be employed after March, 2004 and that
if no further funding was forthcoming the rest
might lose their jobs at the end of the year.
They promised to try to find all of them jobs
with other Auroville groups.

At first the Development Workers seemed
to accept the situation, but then some turned
against AVAG. They involved other individu-
als with antipathy towards AVAG and/or
Auroville and they invoked the caste issue by
accusing AVAG of being ‘pro-dalit’ (the dalits
are the former outcastes or ‘untouchables’).

They accused Moris and Anbu of failing to

give them sufficient notice of job termination,
they complained to the Working Committee
about mismanagement (the Working

_ Committee appointed a sub-group to look into
it and a full audit of AVAG accounts is being
made) and tried to persuade the Women’s
Groups to switch allegiance and stop deposit-
ing funds at the AVAG office. As the situation
escalated, two AVAG employees were beaten
up and individual trustees threatened. It was
only after a meeting of all parties with the fah-
sildar (a local government official) that things
cooled down.

In the circumstances, AVAG decided to
terminate the employment of all the
Development Workers, with the possibility
that some of them might be re-employed if
funds are forthcoming. At present no major
funding is on the horizon. Meanwhile most of
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the AVAG projects are, in Bhavana’s words,
“diminished but still running”, an indication
that many of them have attained a degree of
self-sufficiency.

The lessons learned

Moris and Anbu were the ones in the cen-
tre of the storm. Trained social workers, since
joining Village Action in 1988 they have
developed and supervised many of the most
important programmes, including the training
of the Development Workers, the creation of
Women’s and Men’s Groups and the supervi-

Moris, Bhavana and Anbu

sion of microcredit schemes. What are the
main lessons they’ve learned from the biggest
crisis AVAG has ever faced? :
They agree now that it was a mistake not to
have drawn up clear contracts with the
Development Workers when they joined the
organization or to have officially recorded that
they had warned the workers one year before
of possible redundancies.
continued on page 4
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BUILDING THE CITY

left to right: keet capsule in Aspiration; Courage houses; Line of Force collective housing; two houses in Auromociéle

Problems of housing

Who will own the land and buildings of Auroville?
Mother's answer: The Supreme Lord.’

¢6 uroville is only for the rich.” This bit-

ter remark was made by a French visi-

or some time ago, when she realised
that to live in Auroville one has to bring a lot of
money to build a house —and then a house that will
never belong to you. “How can Auroville expect
you to put your savings in a house, and if you leave
they say ‘goodbye and thank you very much?’ It is
not possible.” The visitor left disillusioned. But
though her comment was true, it did not contain the
entire truth. For still people join Auroville who
have no money and they manage, in the course of
time, to find accomm?dation.

No ownership

The principle that individuals cannot own land
or houses in Auroville dates back to the very begin-
ning of Auroville. On The Mother’s instruction, the
first land for Auroville was bought by the Sri
Aurobindo Society as early as 8 October 1964%,
four years before the official inauguration of
Auroville in February 1968. In the brochures issued
at the time it was explained that interested persons,
once accepted by The Mother, could financially
contribute towards a house in Auroville, but that
they were only granted the right to live there with
their family. Ownership of the house and land was
never given, though from the leaflets issued by the
Sri Aurobindo Society it may be inferred that the
right to live in the house would be extended to the
person’s family after the demise of the person.

The principle of non-ownership of immoveable
assets was subsequently laid down in the Charter of
Auroville of February 28th, 1968. The first line of
Auroville’s Charter states explicitly:

Auroville belongs to nobody in particular.
Auroville belongs to humanity as awhole...
and Mother explains to Satprem: “So this is the
material fact. Auroville belongs... I didn’t put “to
no nation” because India would have been furious.
1 put “belongs to nobody” — “nobody” is a vague
term which I used precisely so as not to say “to no
human being”or ‘“to no mation”. And I put
“Auroville belongs to humanity AS A WHOLE",

~ because it amounts to nothing! Since people can’t

agree together, the thing is impossible! I did it
deliberately.”

Some people argue that the first line of
Auroville’s Charter refers to the ownership of the
whole project and not to individual ownership of
houses in Auroville. But this is a moot point. The
fact is that no individual Aurovilians has ever

AUROVILLE ON TRIAL

owned land or houses in Auroville. At first, land
was legally owned by the Sri Aurobindo Society.
Later the Auroville Trust and a specific land hold-
ing trust, the Auroville Resource Trust, were used
to purchase land. Organisations and individuals
would make donations towards these trusts, which
in turn would buy available land. Houses, mean-
while, were built from Aurovilians’ personal funds
on Auroville land regardless of whether they were
owned by the land trusts or by the Society.

When the Auroville Foundation Act was
passed in September 1988, the Government of
India became the temporary owner of all the land
and houses, without paying compensation to either
the Society or to individuals. The Government
transferred the ownership of all these assets to the
Auroville Foundation on April 1, 1992. In later
years, the Auroville community, in its Housing
Policy, designated how it envisions the legal own-
ership of the Foundation: “The Auroville
Foundation will hold the ownership of all these
assets in trust for humanity as a whole.”

- At present, all land required for Auroville is
bought by the Auroville Foundation from donations
made to Auroville Fund for this purpose.
Individuals who wish to build a new house or move
into an existing house in Auroville are also required
to channel their funds through Auroville Fund.
However, they will not own the house and if they
leave Auroville they cannot sell it. The Auroville
Land Policy and the Auroville Housing Policy,
both documents made by the Funds and Assets
Management Committee, specify the conditions
under which Aurovilians have the right to use the
immoveable assets.

The problem

Though the principle of no individual owner-
ship of immoveable assets is undisputed, the obser-
vance of the rule is fraught with difficulties. The
first difficulty is the one commented on by the
French visitor: in the outside world, an individual
can take a 20 or 30-year loan on condition that the
house bought with that loan is mortgaged to the
bank. In Auroville, loans are not available and an
individual has to make a donation to the full value
for the right to build and live in a house. Not many
individuals will be prepared to make a large dona-
tion to Auroville — the indicative square meter price
is at present Rs 10,000 (US §$ 225) — if they do not
know for certain that Auroville will be their ulti-
mate place of residence. The realisation that

Auroville is not one’s place might come years after
one has joined. Another risk is that the Government
of India, for reasons of its own, might decide to can-
cel permission for a foreigner to remain in India.* In
neither case can the individual claim the value of
the house back to start a life somewhere else.

Another consequence of the need to make a
donation for a house is that it affects the balanced
structure of Auroville’s population. Few people in
the age group of 25-35 join Auroville, as they nor-
mally have not yet been able to build-up a sufficient
capital.

No places for rent

To solve the difficulty faced by Newcomers —
people who are admitted on a probationary period
of 2 years — Auroville has built a number of small
Newcomer houses that are made available against
the payment of a monthly rent for a maximum peri-
od of two years. Also the possibility has been creat-
ed that Newcomers build their own house. In case
the Newcomer period is terminated for whatever

reason, 80% of the money invested by the
Newcomer would be returned; but if the Newcomer
becomes an Aurovilian, the investment will be con-
sidered a donation to Auroville.

The Housing Service recently reported the
shortcomings of this scheme. The recent batch of
Newcomers is unable, it appears, to make any full
contribution and instead needs to rent places. But
hardly any spaces for rent are available as some
Newcomer units have gone to Aurovilians due to
the housing shortage. For many Newcomers there
is no other option than to take a room in a guest
house, and go through a rigorous ordeal to try to
secure housing for themselves.

A solution was proposed in an Entry Seminar
last year, to rent housing for Newcomers in the sur-
rounding villages. This would allow the villages the
opportunity to develop this industry and so be of
benefit to all parties. But this viewpoint met with
the objection that such an industry would be purely
materialistic and not be in any way connected with
the ideals of integration and co-evolution of
Auroville with the surrounding villages. A suburb
of Auroville in the villages might be the result and
in this way Auroville itself would not develop.

The problem was painfully illustrated when,
over the last six months, there was an influx of
potential Korean newcomers. They had seen a
video about Auroville on Korean television and
thought that they could rent a house in Auroville
and experience Auroville, secure in the knowledge
that if it did not work out, no major investment
would be lost. The video had been shot by a Korean
video team but had not been submitted to Auroville
for prior editing — explaining the housing shortage.
A visibly upset member of the Auroville Housing
Group explained the difficulty: “They all are in

their mid-thirties, they are full of energy and we
have to tell them that we have no newcomer houses
empty. Then we tell them that they had better come
with a substantial sum of money to build them-
selves a house, but if they leave after they have
become Aurovilian, they have lost their donation.
And they simply cannot afford this. India is a diffi-
cult country, Auroville is unknown and challeng-
ing, and they are not sure that even after two years
they will be fully committed. So they leave. But if
Auroville is to become a vibrant city, members of
that age group need to be present in large numbers.
It is ridiculous and unacceptable that young people
are not welcome unless they bring cash.”
Evidently, the people who now apply to become a
newcomer are more cautious than the idealists who
joined Auroville in the seventies and eighties.

Stagnating house exchanges

A third problem is that the no-ownership rule -
has created stagnation. Although individuals do not
own the house they are occupying, they are de facto
more attached to it than in the outside world, as
they have no possibility to liquidate the asset and
redeploy the funds for some other purpose. As a
result, sometimes individuals are staying in houses
that are much larger than their needs. It also leads to
a growing number of under-the-table deals, where
individuals grant others the right to live in the house
against payment. As these deals are detrimental to
Auroville’s reputation and integrity, Auroville’s
Fund and Assets Management Committee recently
issued a public warning against it.*

Solutions to all these problems have still to be
found. One solution, often suggested to attract
young people to Auroville, is that Auroville builds
apartment buildings and rents them out. However,
Auroville lacks the money to do so and frowns on
borrowing. But there may be no other solution. For
is it realistic to expect that benevolent outsiders will
solve our problems by making large donations for
this purpose? j

Carel

'In early 1965, someone asked Mother a whole list of
questions on Auroville, each of them with the answer he pro-
posed. Only those questions for which Mother wrote her own
answers were published in 1969. When she read the notation of
8 October 1969, she changed 2 answers, For this article the
published version is followed.

2 Source: Records of Auroville’s Land Service

* Auroville Housing Policy section 1a, as Approved by
the FAMC on 28 July 2000 last modified on 22.2.2002

# Under the Indian Foreigners Act, 1946, Aurovilians of
non-Indian origin, like any other foreigner, can be evicted from
India at any time without reasons, irrespective of the period
they have lived in Auroville.

5 In its monthly report of July 2004

Aurovilian truth on Monte Verita

the  Auroville International

Association presented Auroville
and its vision at a five-day meeting
which was organized by the main
protestant churches in Germany and
Switzerland. Other invited guest
speakers were members of six spiritu-
al international and intentional com-
munities like ‘Damanhur’ in Italy and
‘Zegg’ in Germany and Portugal.

The meeting took place at a
famous European retreat centre,
‘Monte Verita’, an ancient hotel in
the Swiss mountains, which hosted
renowned spiritual and artistic pio-
neers at the beginning of last century.
The list of attendees at those times
included Carl Jung, Hermann Hesse,
Rudolf Steiner, Thomas Mann,

In July of this year, a member of

2 Avuroville Today October 2004

Isadora Duncan and Mary Wigman.

The present event was organised
by high-ranking church officers who
“have a critical eye™ on non-Christian
spiritual groups. In fact, some of the
about 50 church officers present had
been responsible for creating in
Germany a temporarily disastrous
hysteria about cults in the recent past.
One may be aware that, at the time,
Auroville International Deutschland
had to fight for the integrity of the
Auroville vision in court.

While it was not said out loud
during the Monte Verita meeting, it
became obvious to the guest speakers
that the hidden agenda of the gather-
ing may have been for the participat-
ing church officers to generate nega-
tive arguments about “dangerous

spiritual groups”. There appeared to’
be not only the intention to use
destructive and distorted arguments
regarding these spiritual groups in
churches, but also to feed these to
sceptical and atheistic public media,
scientific and political papers. This is
the old Christian Europe, this is
Germany today.

More or less in contrast to the
other groups, Auroville and its
Integral Yoga emerged rather glori-
ously from this post-inquisitorial
attempt to picture them in a negative
light. This was mainly due to that fact
that the High Priest presiding over the
meeting, a Swiss university profes-
sor, was well acquainted with and
impressed by Sri Aurobindo’s philos-
ophy and theology and hence was

open to see Auroville in that light.

Also the showing of the rather
sober Swiss-Italian TV documentary
on Auroville, From Utopia to Reality
turned out to be convincing and
Wolfgang Schmidt-Reinecke, execu-
tive director of the Auroville
International Association, keenly
highlighted the widely respected sec-
ular dimensions of the Auroville
vision during his one-hour presenta-
tion.

Last but not least, the power and
inspiration of this somehow magical
Monte Verita location was, and is, in
favour of any sincere attempt con-
ducive towards a new manifestation.
In fact, between 1900 and 1930,
countless communities, artists, spiri-
tual adventurers and young enthusi-

asts in Germany had been aiming for
a new and higher, future conscious-
ness, integrating the ‘Subjective’ (as
Sri Aurobindo named it) in modern
time and frame. Monte Verita was
one of the key places for thoughts and
persons who nowadays could be seen
as early birds of an Integral Age.

In July this year, the Integral
Yoga and Auroville proved their sin-
cerity and their ongoing appealing
character for a German and Swiss-
German audience.

It could not have been else.
Monte Verita means ‘Mountain of
Truth’.

Wolfgang Schmidt-Reinecke
executive director
Auroville International Association




AUROVILLE FOUNDATION

Dr. Karan Singh visits

Auroville

The Secretary and the Chairman of the Auroville Foundation in front

of the Matrimandir: left Shri S.R. Sharma, right Dr. Karan Singh

elcome back sir!” was
the most heard greeting
when, within two weeks
from having been nominated Chairman
of the Govemning Board, Dr. Karan
Singh came down from New Delhi to
apprise himself of the developments in
Auroville. During his short visit he dis-
cussed the progress of the Matrimandir,
the ongoing constructions at Bharat
Nivas, the Pavilion of India, the concerns
about visa and residential permits and
land purchase issues. The meetings were
attended by Board Members Aster Patel
and Roger Anger; Mr. Sharma, the
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MATRIMANDIR

Secretary of the Auroville Foundation;
representatives of the various working
groups concerned and the Working
Committee and Executive Committee.
Dr. Singh stressed the need to make
access to the Matrimandir easier for
elderly and handicapped people and fin-
ish the building as soon as possible. He
emphasized the importance of obtaining
the land through a mixed policy of pur-
chase and land acquisition whenever
purchase is not possible. Dr. Singh
announced that the next meeting of the
Governing Board probably will take
place in February, 2005.

COMMUNITY AFFAIRS

Auroville security is
being re-organised

he Auroville Security Board
Twamed that Auroville is fac-

ing constant security threats.
Incidences are occurring every
week. Thefts of motorbikes and
house burglaries are regular, and
harassment of people on the roads —
stopping them on some pretext and
snatching their belongings — is on
the increase. Also in the past
months, two keet houses burnt
down, one of which was attributed to
arson.

In an attempt to face the issues,
the Auroville Security Board has
reorganized the Day and Night
guards. The Night Guard, equipped
with motorbikes and cell phones, has
been enlarged to three teams of two
Aurovilians patrolling the main
roads. The organization of the Day
Guard, constituted of three teams of
two guards who are hired from the
Group 4A company in Pondicherry,
is still evolving. The constant
patrolling of Auroville roads has had
already some effects, particularly on
Sundays, when people displaying
unwanted behaviour are challenged
and discouraged. However, bud-
getary restraints prevent a further
expansion of the Guards. Also a
small security office is being built
close to the new Telephone
Exchange, which will be the key
point of all security activities. It is
expected to be operational soon.

The Security Board stated that
Auroville will not be able to face and
solve the growing security problems
with only six persons on duty during
the day and at night. The guards can
provide back-up and support but
they cannot deal alone with all the
security issues we are facing. It is
therefore necessary that the Local
Area Security Teams (LASTs), are
re-activated. These teams consist of
responsible Aurovilians who will
ensure the safety of the areas where
they are living. The security of
Auroville, warned
Board, is a matter that depends on all
of us. The LASTs are an extremely
important component of our security
system and must be taken seriously.

Last but not least the Board
stressed  the importance  of
Aurovilians going to the police when
necessary. “We are aware that many
are reluctant to do so because it is
time-consuming and can be a frus-
trating experience. Yet thieves and
other criminals should not get the
feeling that Auroville is an open
field where their misdeeds get unre-
ported and thus there are no conse-
quences for them. We want to be
able to establish here the reputation
that it is risky to harm Aurovilians in
any way,” wrote the Board in a mes-
sage to Aurovilians.

JSrom the Auroville weekly
News & Noftes

The Banyan: myths and facts

He,

the Powerful
and the Holy
holds straight this tree
in unsupported space.
Its rays,
whose roots
are high above,
‘stream downward.
Deep
may they sink
within us
and be
hidden.

his invocation from the Rig-
I Veda shows already that circa
2500 B.C the Banyan (Ficus
bengalensis) was revered as a sacred
tree. It is a tree with many stories and
legends. Saints meditated under the
banyan and it is said to have given
protection to Krishna.

Pliny wrote: “There is in India a
tree whose property it is to plant itself.
It spreads out mighty arms to the
earth, where in the space of a single
year the arms take root and put forth
anew.” This tree symbolizes the mys-
tery of self-transformation, renewal,
rebirth and immortality.

Ficus bengalensis is one of the six
hundred Ficus species. Most are tropi-
cal evergreen trees, some attaining a
huge size. The banyan in the Indian
Botanic Gardens at Howrah, West
Bengal, is one of the largest in the
world: the crown covers over an acre.
It has 1800 aerial roots and although
its central trunk died many years ago
(it is normal that the main trunk of a
banyan will decay after many years)
the branches are now being grafted to
replace the original trunk to make it
look natural again.

The name Banyan originated from
the name banias or merchants, who
sat in the shade of the tree conducting
business. Even today we can see that

the tree is a gathering

place for everybody
from village elders to
village children. This
habit we have sponta-
neously taken over in
Auroville. But maybe
there is more to it then
just a gathering place?

When =~ Mother
was looking for the
location of Auroville,
she finally chose the
Banyan tree as the
geographical centre of
Auroville. Soon after
Mother told Narad :
“I would like you to
begin with the Garden
of Unity.” As the
Garden of Unity is to
be around the
Banyan, it is obvious that the Banyan
is the “Tree of Unity’.
~ As to the origin of the
Matrimandir Banyan, “Sixty years
ago a villager from Kottakarai, in a
votive offering for an answered prayer
to the god Murugan, planted a banyan
tree to provide shade for a stand where
the pilgrims paused to rest and refresh
themselves. To this day the Banyan
tree is still called Tanipandalarram —
the watershed tree — in Tamil.”
[Auroville Today, June 1994]

Normally banyans grow slowly.
However, the Matrimandir Banyan
grew very fast as the grass under it
was watered regularly for many years.
As the grass can survive many months
without rain, we will no longer water
it, except under very extreme circum-
stances (we will, however, continue to
water the grass on the petals). The
grass protects the tree and the shade of
the tree protects the grass.

If the tree grows too fast the aes-
thetic ~ balance  between  the
Matrimandir, Amphitheatre and
Banyan will be disturbed. That means
some careful pruning will be needed
in the future. Meanwhile we have
given potassium to the tree in the form

the Security .

of wood ash, magnesium (prickly net-
tle) and magnesium fluoride, and we
also gave it Bach flower remedies
(crabapple and hornbeam) for harmo-
ny and strength

We have also changed the path so
that visitors to Matrimandir no longer
walk straight across the grass under-
neath the Banyan. Now the path goes
round the perimeter of the Banyan. Of

COMMUNITY AFFAIRS

course, anyone wanting to go to the
tree is welcome to do so. For this
beautiful ‘Tree of Immortality and
Unity’ gives shade and protects us
during the full day against the sun. It
is a place where we can sit and be
inspired; contemplating the mystery
of being old and young at the same
time.

Kireet

Free energy

s of August 2004, the community has started to make some of the Aurovilians’

basic needs available in kind instead of in cash. People using conventionally-

enerated electricity will be provided 125 units of electricity for free every two

months; any excess has to be paid by the individual. With an emphasis on conscious

energy use in Auroville, and a hope to encourage awareness in Aurovilians about what

their needs are, Aurovilians are requested to convert to CFL lamps, which consume
five times less electricity and last five times longer.

To encourage alternative energy use, Rs.200 per month per solar energy user will
be donated by the Central Fund to the Solar Fund. This money will be used for month-
ly maintenance of an individual’s solar equipment and replacement of batteries and
electrical parts such as inverters and chargers. After covering the costs of the mainte-
nance service for all members, any remaining amount in the Solar Fund will be used to
help Aurovilians further save energy: for example, to convert from the use of a geyser

to that of a solar water heater.

In brief

New Governing
Board

The Government of India has
appointed a new Governing Board
of the Auroville Foundation for a
period of four years from
September 6th, 2004, onwards.
The new Board is once again
chaired by Dr. Karan Singh (MP,
Rajya Sabha), who was Chairman
of the Auroville Foundation from
January 1991 to February 1997.
Four former Governing Board
members have been re-appoint-
ed: Dr. D.P. Chattopadhyaya,
renowned  scholar,  former
Governor of Rajasthan, former
Union Minister and member of
the previous Governing Board;
Shri Ajoy Bagchi, member of the
first Governing Board; Ms. Aster
Patel, resident of Auroville, mem-
ber of the first and second
Governing Board; Roger Anger,
Chief Architect of Auroville, mem-
ber of the Governing Board since
1995; and ex-officio member Shri
C. Balakrishnan, Joint Secretary
Planning Ministry of Human
Resource Development, member
of the previous Governing Board.
The new members are Ms. Malini
Parthasarathy, Executive Editor of
the newspaper The Hindu; Ms.
Mallika Sarabhai, dancer, actress
(she played Draupadi in Peter
Brook's  version of  the
Mahabharata) and director of the
Darpana Academy of Performing
Arts; and ex-officio member Shri
S.K. Ray, Joint Secretary and
Financial Advisor, Ministry of
Human Resource Development.

International Water
Seminar

A three-day conference on sus-
tainable water resource manage-
ment for Auroville and its biore-
gion, organized by the Auroville
Centre for Scientific Research
(CSR), took place at the Pavilion of
Tibetan Culture. The President of
India, Dr. Abdul Kalam, in a mes-
sage for this conference, said that
Auroville is one of India's spiritual
gifts to the whole world. He
expressed the hope that, in coop-
eration with other organizations,
Auroville would be able to find a
lasting solution to the water prob-
lem of the region. Stakeholders
from the regions as well as other
national and international experts
presented their findings and
engaged in discussions.

Additional
Collectors’ work-
shop

Twenty-six Additional Collectors
from the various districts in Tamil
Nadu came together in Auroville
for a workshop entitled “Towards
a Sustainable Future for Rural
Areas.”

Security Office

Next to the telephone exchange
building on the Kuilapalayam-
Edayanchavadi road, hundred
metres from the Certitude junc-
tion, a new Auroville Security
Office was inaugurated on
September 28th.

Teachers' mainte-
nance

The Funds and Assets Mana-
gement Committee expressed con-
cern about how to fund the teach-
ers' maintenances and education
budget over the course of the next
year as the normal funding from
the Government of India has not
yet materialized. The numbers of
people involved in education are
growing and for the last three years
the budget for SAIIER has not been
raised in line with inflation and the
increasing number of students.
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Auroville’s village outreach work

Auroville Village Action Arts

Aurelio promotes arts and community in Sanjeevinagar

many varying projects in
Auroville. Over the years, his involve-
ment with the Auroville Village
Action Group (AVAG) and youth vil-
lage projects led him down paths he
had not previously planned. “I was sit-
ting in my spiritual glass tower,” says
Aurelio, “when a time of great friction
occurred between some Aurovilians
and villagers, giving me an awakening
call that made me realize something
had to be done.” Not knowing exactly
where to begin, he joined up with
AVAG and began training the devel-
opment workers in communication,
personality skills and English classes.
But soon his passion for the arts began
filtering in, until as one of the sub-pro-
jects of AVAG, Auroville Village
Action of Arts was born.

It all began with a summer camp

urelio lives in Vérité and
Aspreads his energy through

dance and art. In the end they jointly
created a huge canvas that was dis-
played in Auroville. It was my first
experience of working with the village
children which I found very inspir-
ing.” Shortly after the summer camp
concluded, Aurelio received a dona-
tion through AVAG to do something
connected with the arts. With this
money, he started a Saturday art pro-
gram in Isaiambalam. “This project
ran for two years,” Aurelio explained,
“and it was very interesting because I
pulled in some Tamil Aurovilian
youth like Partha, Saroja, Selvam, and
Ashok. These youth had been raised in
Auroville schools and they felt it was
great to be involved with village chil-
dren again as they had somehow left
the village behind. It was a very suc-
cessful two years, though it did have

its struggles as well.”
In May, 2001, a youth group of
young men, with Aurelio’s

music performance

where Aurelio hosted the art projects.
“We had around 600 village youth
coming for the camp. We did theatre,

Aurelio playing a tampura at a Bharat Nivas

help, took up the renova-
tion of an old traditional
house in Sanjeevinagar.
“One day I had taken this
youth group to visit
Dakshinachitra, an open air
d heritage museum depicting
the treasures, living expres-
sion and life style of the
Tamil culture. On the way
back some of the youth
said, ‘We have old houses
in our village, can’t we do
something with that?’”.
Coincidentally, as the
young people enthusiasti-
cally wrote out their pro-
posal, an Aurovilian guest
became inspired by their
project and donated the
needed funds. They found
an old house in
Sanjeevinagar, and set out
to restore it to its original
charm and beauty. During
the next couple of months
this youth group, whom
Aurelio calls ‘the gang’,
would gather at the house
after a full day’s work in different
Auroville units, and work until late
with music and enthusiasm. “It is a

very special youth group,” says
Aurelio. “They are a group of old
school friends who had a very interest-
ing teacher in one of the government
schools here. He told them that if they
really wanted to do something and be
successful in the future, they should
stick together and do something dif-
ferent. Up to that point, AVAG had
worked mainly with different colonies
in individual villages. It was an inter-
esting challenge for us to meet this
youth group who are constituted of
different castes and even come from
different villages.”

During the renovation period and
upon its completion, ‘the gang’ and
Aurelio brainstormed about different
uses for their new centre, which they
had named the Mohanam Cultural
Centre. They began with activities
such as creative art classes, readings
from the classic epics, English classes
for youth, workshops on traditional
health care and it also became a meet-
ing place for the local women’s club.
“Very soon,” explained Aurelio, “it
attracted the attention of activists and
artists from the area and special pro-
grammes and day camps were held,
like the Nilamudram poetry meeting, a
traditional puppet show, an art camp
for village children by college stu-
dents, theatre shows by a contempo-
rary group and a cultural festival with
the participation of local talent.”

Yet Aurelio was criticized by
some people who felt he was wasting
too much time on the ‘luxury’ of arts
and should focus more on improving
their English and computer "skills.
“But I think that only creative thinking
and creative energy can bring change.
So, I am basically investing in the
children, working on improving their
capacity for creative thinking.”

The Mohanam Cultural Center
has grown over the years. “A lot of
energy,” says Aurelio, “has come
from visiting students. An example
would be the toy-making project we
have now. It was initiated by a student
on German civil service who realized
the kids had nothing to play with. So,
he wrote to his father who runs a car-
pentry workshop and some money

The musical instruments’ workshop at Mohanam Cultural Centre

was raised that enabled us to start.
Now there are two young carpenters
who regularly make toys with the
children.” Aurelio works with differ-
ent groups such as the Geo students
and European student abroad pro-
grams who come to Auroville. “Now
we have this amazing new interna-
tional field of students coming and
working with us and doing intern-
ships for a few months, or sometimes
even for a year. It is very inspiring to
have the global connection in this
local work. Without these students I
could not manage and it is wonderful
to see how they transform with the
work. They love the contact with the
local culture.”

While appreciating the funds that
have made the centre and the activi-
ties possible, Aurelio realized that to

-be self-sustainable is an important

objective. With this in mind, Aurelio
and some of the youth started giving
village tours to Auroville guests two
years ago. “Somehow this works very
well because there are so many
Auroville guests who only see the
bad things in the villages. So I give
an introduction in Verite to the visit-
ing groups and then they go off with
the young Tamils who take our guests
into the village, show them the tem-
ple, talk about their lives, show them
the Centre and the activities with the
children, bring them through the
fields and then serve a meal on a
banana leaf.” ;

One big problem in the villages is
lack of employment. Aurelio

expressed how sometimes he felt like
an employment agency as he tried to
find jobs in Auroville for many of his
village friends. But there are not
enough jobs for everyone who needs
one. So, with the help of some students
he decided to start a crafts section in
the village. “I knew how to make some
musical instruments, and the students
pushed me to teach them. Now we
have a building and a team of 16 peo-
ple who are successfully making musi-
cal instruments.”

Finally, what is his take on the cri-
sis which has hit AVAG? [Auroville
Village Action Arts’ activities are
unaffected] “AVAG was a huge insti-
tution doing work in many villages
and involving thousands of people,
while in Mohanam we’ve focused on
staying small and concentrating upon
quality. However, I still stand for
AVAG and the amazing work it has
been doing. The immediate reason for
their crisis was labour problems.
However, one of the underlying prob-
lems it faced was that most of its
schemes were based on people’s par-
ticipation, but this is very difficult now
in the villages close to Auroville
because they have become so individ-
ualized and divided among them-

" selves. In fact in the local area we no

longer have a situation of rural devel-
opment — these villages are more like
city suburbs — so the old approaches
don’t work any more. So the AVAG
crisis is actually an opportunity for all
of us to rethink how we deal with the
local villages.” Sunaura

Education through hard knocks

continued from page 1

They also note that their wish to
uplift people from the local villages
rather than employ professionals
resulted in them not finding anybody
of the necessary calibre to assist
them in the overall management of
the projects. The result was that they.
were severely overburdened with
work and had no time to develop new
initiatives or to continue the
Development Workers’ education.
“We were trapped by our success,”
says Anbu.

The work overload also meant
that they had little opportunity to
communicate with and develop rela-
tionships with other Aurovilians and
groups working in the same field.
This increased the gap that already
existed between AVAG and the rest
of Auroville. At first, Moris and
Anbu did not necessarily perceive
this to be a disadvantage — they had
decided not to become Aurovilians
themselves because they felt it would
compromise their work with the vil-
lagers — but during the crisis Moris
and Anbu realized that because many
Aurovilians had no idea what AVAG
was engaged in, they and the AVAG
trustees were having to deal with the
onslaught pretty much on their own.
They also realized that lack of
Aurovilian participation in AVAG
was hampering development work in
the villages (“if Aurovilians put as
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much effort into solving social issues
in the villages as they have put into
afforestation, it could transform the
local situation” Anbu said in 1997)
and allowing certain politicians to
create divisions between Auroville
and the people of the bioregion. “We
realize now,” says Anbu, “that we
have been concentrating on only one
side of the equation — on the villages.
Now we have to work with the
Aurovilians, to convince them to
help us in promoting, for example,
sports activities and education in the
villages, as a way of building
bridges.” “We’d like to run village
tours for interested Aurovilians,”
adds Moris, “and invite villagers to
visit  Auroville  communities.”
Bhavana puts it like this: “AVAG
realizes that it had become rather iso-
lated in its own success and busy-
ness in the villages, and now wants to
offer its professional skills and years
of experience in the local area to the
process of Auroville’s town plan-
ning, since the Master Plan includes
ten village communities.”

The pooling of skills and learn-
ing between Auroville groups
engaged in village work is long over-
due. An attempt was made a few
years ago to create a group which
would do this, but it foundered upon
egos and issues of territoriality. Now,
spurred on by Sydo’s murder, there is
a new urgency in the community to

understand and improve relations
with our neighbours. This has led not
only to new efforts to share expertise
among Aurovilians' (Moris and
Anbu, for example, now will assist
Aurofuture part-time in the Town

ence point for responding in a coor-
dinated way to developmental

requests coming from the villages.

Deeper Learning

How far has the crisis led Moris
and Anbu to question their training
programme and, beyond this, their
fundamental faith in the villagers

The Thuruvai Men's group constructing a new road

Hall) but also to an interest in form-
ing an Auro-Village Platform. This
is an idea seeded by Raman from the
Auroville Planning and
Development Council which is sup-
ported by several village-related
groups and backed by the Auroville
Council. It would be a central refer-

having the capacity to transform
themselves? Anbu admits that she
felt “professionally-challenged” by
some of the Development Workers
turning against them. “I really
thought that because of my training,
my value-based training, things
would not go wrorg. I was naive.

- The Development Workers told us,

“The villagers trust us, not you’. But
then we saw that, even at the height
of the crisis when some
Development Workers were trying to
turn the villagers against us, some of
the Women’s Groups continued to
come to the AVAG office to deposit
savings. This, along with the fact
that a third of the Development
Workers and all our office staff
remained loyal and that many of the
local panchayat presidents offered
their support, made us realize that we
are still trusted, and that our training,
which emphasises qualities like hon-
esty and being united, had had its
effect. So, no, our faith in the capaci-
ties of individual villagers has not
been shaken.”

They note, however, that they
should have acted more quickly
when they observed that some of the

- Development Workers were unable

to move beyond traditional attitudes
to caste and gender and were begin-
ning to approach their work as just
another job. “Actually,” notes
Bhavana, “we lost touch with our
original -intention regarding the
Development Workers.

“The original idea was that they
would only be with AVAG tem-
porarily. We would train them and
then, after a few years, help them
find a job or set up their own busi-
ness in the village as a socially-con-
scious citizen who would make a dif-
ference.

continued on page 5

NOLLOV FOVTIIA *:AS3LHNOD OLOHC















