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s early as January, little
shocking-pink cards with
hieroglyph-like images kept
popping up on display
oards across Auroville.
Each ended with a mysterious staccato
three-liner:
Enough Pollution
Propose Solution
Choose Evolution
Finally, a few days before Earth Day,
the secret was revealed and the QT (pro-
nounced ‘Cutie’) made its
Auroville debut. Q7, an
acronym for Quiet Transport,
is a project of Auroville
Community Transport whose
aim is to promote ecological
transport in the city. Its first
project is the renting out an
assortment of electric bicy-
cles. Project leader Chandresh
hopes that the perfect electric
bicycle best adapted to meet
the local road conditions and
the Auroville climate will
soon be identified.

With each passing year, the Earth
Day-related festivities in Auroville seem
to get more celebratory, participatory, and
practical than the ones before. This year,
the organizers, a bunch of motivated high-
energy Aurovilians, plus what seemed like
an army of volunteers, banded together
and put their energies into creating a
thought-provoking, informative, opti-
mistic, and fun-filled schedule from April
16th to the 21st, the week leading up to
Earth Day on April 22nd.

The programme was so full of events
(see box page 2) that it was hard to keep up.
There were two film festivals every day,
late afternoon talks by Aurovilian experts
on various environmental topics, a week-
long eco-exhibition showcasing diverse
themes from food consumption patterns to
dealing with plastic waste, and mini-work-
shops on natural dyeing.

What was even more special was the
launching of several unique Auroville cre-
ations. Auroville has always had a natural
predilection towards Earth-loving acts.
Foresters and farmers have shown the
way, but now a new breed of Auroville
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entrepreneurs seem to have come forward
to take the lead. Auroville’s natural dyeing
company, The Colours of Nature launched
its line of naturally dyed jeans, Go Indi-go!
made with organic cotton and natural indi-
go dye. A specially choreographed fashion
show had ‘in-house’ Auroville models
showcasing the jeans.

Upasana, one of Auroville’s garment
unit which pursues the model of business
with social responsibility, launched its latest
campaign, Small Steps for better living,
against throw-away plastic bags, offering a
compact cloth shopping bag. Through this
‘eco-friendly, trendy, handy, affordable,
portable and convenient’ bag made by local
women, the project promises to guarantee
the livelihood of ‘333 women for 3 years’.

Two days before Earth Day, a new
website named ACCESS — Auroville’s
Conscious Community Exchange System
for Sustainability — was launched. With
this, Auroville joins a community-based
exchange network where skills can be
exchanged and traded using virtual cred-
its. The Community Exchange Sysstems

(continued on page 2)

« Earth Day celebrations © The New Working

in Auroville committee and
e Can Auroville become AurovilleCouncil
carbon-neutral? » Reconnecting with the

artist within
page 2-3

page 4

* Working with the

hody's consciousness -

soleil’s journey
o Experiencing the

Layers of the Heart
page 5

* Passings:
- Satprem
- Dietra
- Kiara Seritsky

pages 6-7

@ Auroville in the
blogosphere

page 8



'EARTH WEEK 2007

o3 i oy Lo sdal

Clockwise from top: 1. Line-up at the Eco-race outside Kala Kendra; 2. Dressing up with indigenous neem 'Hula’ skirts for the
Eco-parade ; 3. 'Don Quixote sees Red’, a scrap metal installation by ‘technology critic' Njal outside the Town Hall; 4. A Battery
Operated Vehicle (B.0.V.) with a potential patron; 5. Bridget, one of the Earth Day 2007 organizers, caught in a lighter moment;
6. A delicious communal soak in a mud bath, Youth Centre; 7. Lunching at the Indus Valley Café — a vegan, organic, and local-
produce-rich meal; 8. Creativity with discarded plastic - dreamcatchers at the Eco-feel exhibition.

z N,
o —— & Earth Week Events h

= Eco-Wilderness film series:Planet Earth

= ECco-talk series on a variety of topics:
non-animal-based diet, mobility,
waste, fresh water, gift economy,
Community Exchange System,
organic and locally-grown food,
and carbon-neutral living

» Eco-film Festival

» Eco-feel exhibition at Kala Kendra

+ Eco-conference: Kinship with All Life

+ Eco-living Expo at the U.S. Pavilion

+ Eco-parade

+ ECO-race with alternative transport

+ Eco-fair at Auroville's Youth Centre

|
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“Earth Day is no ordinary everyday event; (continued from page 1) o .
itisa po’cenﬂa[ movement, 3 flow that embodies (CES) or Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS) are presently running in several countries
around the world. In Auroville, ACCESS promises to provide yet another tool to enable both

Auroville and the bioregion to move towards a more equitable, currency-free parallel economy.
On Earth Day itself, the intensity of activities increased. There was a day-long conference on

the theme ‘Kinship with All Life’, where experts from PETA (People for the
Ethical Treatment of Animals), Green Peace activists, veterinarians, and
Auroville’s own Integrated Animal Care team interacted with the communi-
ty. Spontaneously, almost all of Auroville’s eateries extended their support to
Earth Day by offering either vegetarian or vegan menus. Some also made the
extra effort to offer organic food, and/or local grains and produce.
Meanwhile the U.S. Pavilion hosted hourly tours to share its own eco-
friendly architecture and sustainable living practices while showcasing prod-
ucts that are environmentally-friendly; there was natural-dyeing, music and a
lecture at Kala Kendra; and an eco-race from Bharat Nivas to the Youth Centre
where, as the programme put it, Auroville’s ‘indigenous eco-friendly subcuk
ture” was celebrating Earth Day in its own way, including putting on an ‘organ-
ic doomsday musical’ and a human powered eco-disco.
“The intention of this year’s celebration was not just to open our eyes on
one day, but to remind ourselves to act in caring ways towards the Earth
throughout the entire year,” said one of the organizers. Hopefully, Earth Day
2007 will turn into Earth Year 2007.
Or as Jos, a former Earth Day organizer, put it when he emailed from far-
away Myanmar (Burma), “Remember, every day is Earth Day!”
Priya Sundaravalli

the zeitgeist, the spirit of our times,”
says Nikolai one of the orqanizers.
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Can Auroville become carbon-neutral?

he world is waking up to
global warming. A combi-
nation of documentaries
like Al Gore’s ‘An
Inconvenient Truth’, major
scientific studies by the world’s top sci-
entists and extreme weather conditions
in places like the U.S., Europe, Australia
and the Antarctic, have finally con-
vinced almost all the world’s leaders
that something dramatic is happening.
And something has to be done.
Auroville is a little ahead of the pack
in this respect. Information about global
warming has been posted regularly on
the Auroville intranet over the past few
years and there is a general awareness of
the problem. What was encouraging
about the recent Earth Week celebra-
tions in the community was that, in addi-
tion to awareness-raising activities and
lectures, there was a clear focus upon
practical action, upon what we, as indi-
viduals and as a community, can do to
mitigate global warming now.

What is carbon-neutral?

The challenge, as it was presented
to us by the organizers, was to make
Auroville ‘carbon-neutral’. In simple
terms, this means that the community
would not generate more carbon dioxide
(one of the main drivers of climate
change) than can be naturally absorbed
within the immediate vicinity. It could
also ‘offset’ the carbon dioxide it gener-
ates by, for example, planting trees
(which sequester carbon dioxide) or
installing alternative energy systems in
other parts of India.

In broad terms, the picture is clear.
One of the main sources of
carbon dioxide emissions,
in addition to cattle and the
burning of biomass, is the
combustion of fossil fuels.
Vast amounts of carbon
dioxide are emitted by

fleet of efficient vehicles which can be
charged up either at home or at
recharging stations around the commu-
nity. Ideally, of course, the batteries
would be charged using solar power.
But even if conventional power is
used, the electric vehicle will not pol-
lute while on the road.

What would global warming mean for Tamil Nadu?

According to the key findings of the Stern Report on global
warming, commissioned by the U.K Government, Tamil
Nadu can expect increased frequencies of coastal storms,

diesel-driven —higher mean temperatures, reduced crop yields, more fre-

Pollution in Auroville: photo from an Earth Day exhibition

less costly to the environment than
cement. Uma from Upasana is promot-
ing a lifetime shopping bag as a first,
small step towards eliminating the use of
the ubiquitous plastic bag.

Meanwhile, a fascinating exhibi-
tion at Kala Kendra revealed the ‘food
miles’ of some of the common items
we purchase in Auroville.
Celery, for example, trav-
els 400 kilometres from
Bangalore; the wheat used
in our bread comes from
more than 1,000 kilome-
tres away; processed

Scientists agree that we are putting
far too much carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere at present and need to cut
global emissions by as much as 90%. So
what would be the global per capita car-
bon allowance if we wanted to prevent
global temperatures rising by no more
than 2 degrees centigrade (beyond
which many scientists believe that posi-
tive feedback mechanisms may result in
runaway global warming)? Paul
Blanchflower, in his concluding presen-
tation during Earth Week, mentioned
that some scientists set this at 800 kilos
of carbon per person per vear, assuming
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Could Aurovilians achieve
this? Paul provided some figures.
One litre of petrol equals 0.6 kilos
of carbon, a gas bottle comes out at
10 kiles and if you consume 1500
KWh of electricity a year, that’s
another 175 kilos. “So our lifestyle
is not so far away,” is his conclu-
sion. The one huge blip on the
chart, however, is long-distance
travel. A local travel agent esti-
mates that, over the past year,
Aurovilians made the equivalent of
3,000 return trips to Frankfurt. One
return trip by car to Chennai
‘costs’ 20 kilos of carbon, while a
return flight to London is a mas-
sive 488 kilos of carbon. In other
words, journeying to Europe and
back from Auroville consumes five
eighths of your annual carbon
allowance!  One  group of
Aurovilians is so concerned that
they are even considering charter-
ing a ship (partially-sail) to take
people to the West next year.

“Obviously we need to work on
informing and mobilising Auroville to
take the steps to become carbon-neu-
tral,” says Paul. “We need translations
into Tamil, investigations of the spiritual
dimensions, and we need more events
like this to raise awareness.” In this con-
text, it’s worth noting that a group of
Aurovilians are organizing a concert in
Auroville on 7th July to coincide with
the Earth Aid concerts that will be hap-
pening around the world on that day.

Paul concluded his talk with a ‘reali-
ty check’. Is trying to achieve carbon-
neutrality just one more burden, one
more layer of complexity, for the aver-
age Aurovilian? Can we be bothered?
Do we even think it is relevant to what
we are trying to do here?

Our answers to these questions may
well determine if we ever become “The
City the Earth Needs’.
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tions using fossil fuels like
oil, gas or coal to produce
electricity. But then there
are the less obvious
sources of carbon-dioxide
emissions. The production of materials
like cement and steel puts huge amounts
of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.
Many common materials, like plastics,
are oil-based and polluting in their pro-
duction (as well as difficult to dispose
of). Much of the food on supermarket

In terms of Auroville, then, the
basic strategy would be to limit the use
of fossil fuels while maximising
nature’s ability to absorb excess
carbon dioxide. How can this be
done? Presentations during
Auroville’s Earth Week gave
some clues. These included
increasing energy efficiency
(through, for example, the
replacement of conventional
lights with CFL lamps) and
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collaborative action by the government, the community and
individuals
M.S.Swaminathan, former Chairman of the Auroville
Foundation and India's foremost agricultural scientist.

can  mitigate  these

Simultaneously, Akash and Sukrit
are working on an electric scooter pro-
ject. Initially, the motors - which are by
far the most expensive item - will proba-
bly come from China but finally they
may be manufactured locally. Akash
estimates that such a bike could cost

effects,”

Kerala, transported to
Nepal to be processed
before the finished product
travels the length of India
again). Worst of all are the
Chinese pears (4,000 kms.)) and
Washington apples which have trav-
elled 10,000 kilometres. The message
is clear. Eat local organic produce if
you want to reduce your carbon debt.

Is it feasible?

says

their production and packaging. Most
of us don’t know how much carbon
dioxide a tree absorbs over its lifetime
or even what the other prime carbon
‘sinks’ are.
However, there are more and
more websites which do provide
easy ways to calculate your car-
bon “footprint’ and, even more
interestingly, indicate what
your ‘carbon allowance’ is in
global terms. This relates to an

Practical steps towards becoming carbon-neutral
(Notes from a 'conversation café’ during Auroville Earth Week)

Transport: Cycle or go electric

Have emission-free zones in Auroville

Tax heavy carbon users, and provide credits for cyclists
Better cycle paths/more cycle repair shops

Car-share and motorcycle-share schemes

Promote community transport (preferably electric)
Communal shopping and deliveries

Fly less
Slow down

* shelves has been grown using oil-based  around Rs 40,000 and have a range of So how feasible is carbon-neutrali- Food: Eat local, organic
“fertilisers and pesticides, has travelled  between 30-50 kilometres between ty for Auroville? What are the main Eat vegan (cattle are a prime source of greenhouse
vast fossil-fuelled distances to get there ~ charges. Operating costs (including  challenges to achieving it? One is clear- gases)
(the average food item in the U.S. travels  changing the battery every two yearsor  ly the limitations of our knowledge. Subsidize local, organic food to make it more
more than 1,000 kilometres) and is  so) would come out at between a third ~ Manufacturers do not, as yet, include attractive
wrapped in (and often tastes like) plastic. ~ and a half of the cost of a conventional transport miles on the labels of their Avoid plastic packaging and bags
Whisit 3l do AUroville ao? petrol-driven bike. products, or information about how Bui Buy dry goods in bulk
; muich carbon dioxide was emitted in uilding:  Promote environment-friendly architecture

Do carbon audits for ail new constructions
Do carbon audit on Master Plan
Environment: Plant more trees both in and outside Auroville

and protect wilderness
Naturally recycle water

Minimise non-degradable waste
Encourage manufacturers to recycle their products
Practise organic low/no-till agriculture

Energy:

Switch to alternative energy

Give 'eco-credits' for good environmental practices
(can be exchanged for massages etc.)
Use low-wattage and energy-efficient appliances

Switch off electrical appliances when not

in use (no stand-by mode)

Don't set air conditioners too low
Awareness: Set up Carbon Awareness Group to

o B

using alternative energy. One
major problem here is the high
cost of installing a solar system. A
cheaper option is a hybrid system

interesting concept developed by

the Global Commons organiza-
tion. The aim of the so-called
Contraction and Convergence strate-

)

ply is supplemented by one or more
solar panels.

Meanwhile, Chandresh is promot-
ing electric transport. The history of
such initiatives in the community is not
encouraging, but this time he seems to
have found a willing customer-base for
his ‘QT’ (Quiet Transport). As yet, he
has only a small number of the electri-
cally-powered cycles he is hiring out,
but eventually he hopes to have a small

where the conventional electricity sup- " o
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Another way of reducing our carbon
dioxide emissions is by reducing our use
or consumption of products which emit
significant amount of carbon dioxide in
their manufacture or transportation.
Satprem points out that the Compressed
Earth Blocks (CEBs) that he makes and
employs in construction are ten times

gy is to contract global carbon emis-
sions and converge per capita emis-
sions across the global population. At
present there are big variations between
countries in terms of carbon emissions.
Every American emits, on average, 20
tons of carbon a year (1 ton of carbon
equals 3.7 tons of carbon dioxide). This
compares to 10 tons per capita in the
U.K., 3 tons per capita in China and
around 1 ton per capita in India.

A personal carbon allowance

disseminate information in different languages
Make carbon awareness part of

core curriculum in schools

Products in Pour Tous to be 'carbon-coded'

Separate section in Pour Tous for low-carbon food
Show 'An Inconvenient Truth' whenever possible and

make local version

Disseminate information in the villages and

Puducherry

Have frequent musical/fun/celebratory events to raise

awareness

And finally: Have carbon-neutral, environment-friendly last rites!
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New Working Committee and Council

On April 7th, the Selection Committee welcomed the new members of the new Working Committee and Auroville Council.

n January 8th of 2007,

a meeting of the

Residents  Assembly

decided, by a narrow

majority of 85 against
75 votes and 13 abstentions, to create
a Selection Committee to choose the
members of the next Working
Committee and Auroville Council.
Each Auroville resident was asked to
send a list with 15 names to the
Working Committee by email or put
it in a ballot box. The 15 most nomi-
nated people would constitute the
Selection Committee. It was also
agreed that members of the Selection
Committee would not be eligible to
be on either body.

A few weeks later the Working
Committee, helped by a few
Aurovilians, checked all lists submit-
ted and published the names of all
those who had received most nomina-
tions in descending order. The top
nominees were 13 Tamil Aurovilians
(their nominations ranged from 154
to 82), one north Indian (with 98
nominations) and one European
Aurovilian (with 52 nominations).
This result caused an outery.
Allegations of vote-rigging were rife,
but the Working Committee stated
that it had found not evidence when
checking the lists that any manipula-
tion had taken place. It had also found
that many non-Tamil Aurovilians had
not bothered to submit a list.

The Working Committee then
contacted each nominee to see if he or
she wished to be part of the Selection
Committee. Some refused as they
wished to be part of the next Working
Committee or Council; others with-
drew as they felt that the group would
be too unbalanced and that other
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nationalities should join to make the
group more representative. These
vacancies were filled up by people
lower on the list. The Selection
Committee finally consisted of ten
Indian and five Western Aurovilians,

The Selection Committee met for
the first time on February 27th. It
decided to select 10 members for the
Working Committee (7 permanent, 3
substitutes), 12 members for the
Auroville Council (9 permanent + 3
substitutes) as well propose 2 secre-
taries. Since then, it met six times.

It observed that it had been diffi-
cult to find people. “Very few volun-
teered their services; others had
expressed their inability to serve. In
many cases this was because of the
pressure of other commitments.
However, some people refused to
serve because they were not ready to
face the disrespectful criticism that
seems to await those who serve on
these collective bodies,” wrote the
Selection Committee.

Despite this difficulty, the
Selection Committee was happy with
the teams proposed. It pointed out
that the members proposed could
work in a team; that there was a good
balance of senior experienced people
with younger ones, of women and
men, and of different cultural back-
grounds.  “For the  Working
Committee we were especially look-
ing for some very experienced people
with legal knowledge and organisa-
tional skills, who would be able to
respond in a constructive way to the
challenges and opportunities of the
moment. In addition we were very
aware of the great need to cultivate
good working relationships with
local village representatives, not only

in times of crisis but all
the time, and of having
competent people in the
Committee to lead this
effort. For the Auroville
Council we were looking
for people with good
communication skills and
the capacity for conflict
resolution, as well as
continuity.”

In the middle of
March it announced the
two lists of names of peo-
ple which had been cho-
sen, and who had com-
mitted themselves to
serving the full term of 2
years. The Selection
Committee asked for
feedback  from  the
Residents’ Assembly
through a 15 days feed-
back process.

Feedback was received from thir-
ty-one Aurovilians. Thirteen people
expressed objections to the process:
either the process by which the
Selection Committee had been select-
ed, and/or the process which was fol-
lowed in choosing nominees for the
Working Committee .and Auroville
Council. Seventeen people communi-
cated feedback relating to some of the
individual nominees. “Three small
delegations were sent to prospective
candidates to discuss the feedback and
their commitment and willingness to
collaborate. All the views expressed
were considered and discussed in
depth in two meetings held in the last
week of March, and individual replies
have been sent to those who objected
to individuals. At the meeting of
March 31st our lists were finalized,

A Resident's Assembly meeting in progress at the SAWCHU building in Bharat Nivas.

with one dissenting voice regarding
one member of the WC,” wrote the
Selection Committee.

However, the Selection
Committee observed that, “The last
three selection processes for the
Working Committee and the
Auroville Council have not worked
well and this continues to be a
source of tension and division in the
community. The community needs
to reflect deeply to find a fair selec-
tion process that unites us and brings
forward the people who are best
qualified to do the work.

“We have been made very acute-
ly aware of the harm that personal
remarks about individuals are caus-
ing in our community — especially
when these are widely disseminated,
not only by word of mouth but

through the AVNet [Auroville’s
internal internet network]. At pre-
sent, individuals about whom accu-
sations and insinuations are made
have no recourse — no way to clear
the cloud such remarks create around
their names, and no way to discour-
age the practice or habit of making
them. As long as this situation con-
tinues, really free and transparent
public debate is impossible. We feel
strongly that the solution will only
come when all of us make a collec-
tive resolution to eliminate inaccura-
cy, exaggeration and defamation
from our individual and collective
expression. This self-discipline
would go a long way to improving
the atmosphere of our collective
life.”

Carel

FEonnecting with the artist within

‘Creations from Nature’ was one of the recent exhibitions at Pitanga. Aurovilian Marije Romme presented her mixed media paintings of leaves,
petals, pigment and ink. The common thread that ran through the works was flora and Auroville's forest floors. This is Marije’s first exhibition in

Auroville since her arrival in 1994.

riginally from The Netherlands,

Marije Romme is an artist by

training who, as she describes it,

was “well into the professional

art circuit” in Europe. There she
had created a niche through creating public
space art. This included her last work in 1991,
a mural of an underwater coral reef scene at
the zoological park in Amsterdam, which can
still be appreciated.

Then she reached a turning point in her
life. Marije was diagnosed with a slowly pro-
gressive immune disorder that was eating
away her connective tissues, leaving them
contracted. “It became very painful and physi-
cally difficult to finish the work. And I tried
not to think about it, but instead take a
Buddhist attitude to life. With that, my art
career came to an abrupt end, and I had to
focus on getting medical help and trying to
heal my body.”

In this period, Marije began to read a lot
and came across books on Sri Aurobindo
and The Mother. One was The Adventure of
Consciousness by Satprem, and the other,
the Dutch translation of Sri Aurobindo’s
Lights on Yoga by Wil van Vliet. “Well,
they say nothing happens by accident,” says
Marije. “After I read about Sri Aurobindo, I
had to make a trip to India, and visit
Auroville and Puducherry.”

And so her journey began. Within three
years, Marije made the momentous deci-
sion to move from The Netherlands to live
in Auroville.

When she came to Auroville, Marije
first volunteered at the Visitor’s Centre,
and later moved to the Matrimandir
Nursery. “I could not do any art or painting
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as it was still physically painful.” At the
Nursery, Marije took up the task of making
signs that would display the botanical
names of trees, shrubs, and plants, and the
names that The Mother had given them.
“There was nothing complicated about this
work. In a nice calligraphic script, I painted
the two names of the plant — the botanical
one and Mother’s name — but the work
brought me so much joy. In the process, I

Marije Romme at her ‘Creations from Nature’ exhibition at Pitanga.

began to observe plants very closely, and
my love for them began to grow.”

Soon Marije was caught up in scouring for
fallen leaves and flowers. “I would collect
those that had dropped to the ground, and
press them between sheets.” The flowers
especially held her captivated. “The Mother
has given beautiful spiritual names to them;
and I became particularly fond of the ones that
grow in Auroville - Divine Grace,
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Realization, Protection.”

Slowly Marije began making simple ink
and pencil sketches of them and filling the
images with colour. “Even though my body
was not fully cooperating, I felt I had to some-
how consciously go on.” These days, Marije
volunteers her time at the Guest Service. “I
believe that one has to do something for
Auroville, and for me this is my work at the
Guest Service.

“Drawing is what I do for myself, and it
puts me in touch with myself. And this jour-
ney of relearning to draw and paint has been
like learning a new language.

“The idea for the exhibition came from
Joseph and some friends who kept encour-
aging me. The drawings were collecting in
my cupboard, and they felt I should share
them. But I was hesitant. Finally, I showed
some drawings to Andrea, and we put
together the exhibition.”

Like Marije herself, her works appear shy
and unassuming. Repetitive leaf and flower
motifs appear like mantras of a childlike sim-
plicity. There is a quality of spontaneity and
unselfconsciousness about them.

“The works never stay the same.
Sometimes I look at them and they tell me,
‘Why not like this, or like that?’ and I lis-
ten. Even for me, the results take me by sur-
prise.” Besides the thirty-odd works hang-
ing on the wall, there are two glass displays
where she has created fresh collages from
dried leaves and flowers from the blossoms
and leaf fall of the week.

“Now with this show I find that I am get-
ting to meet people I did not know and that
has been really nice.”

Priya Sundaravalli
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