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ommunication or, rather, the lack of it,

is in the news again. Over the past

weeks, some of our major working

groups have been accused of with-

holding information on issues like the
recent strike at Matrimandir and an escalating dis-
pute in an Auroville community or, in the case of
our town planning group, of presenting the commu-
nity with a fait accompli regarding the next phase of
road construction. The frustration expressed by
many people over these issues is exacerbated by the
fact that many working groups do not publish regu-
lar reports or hold regular public information meet-
ings, and that emails sent to them are frequently not
acknowledged.

In fact, our major working groups are increas-
ingly seen as remote bureaucratic entities, making
decisions behind closed doors to further the inter-
ests or perspective of a certain clique. This image,
which is not necessarily true, generates both frustra-
tion and apathy in the larger community. “T think
groups have become more removed from the col-
lective so people are not participating that much.
We have a lot to do to regain the trust of the com-
munity,” says Renu, who is part of the communica-
tion platform of L'Avenir d'Auroville. “I feel this
whole community and all the various groups need
to go through a very intensive training in communi-
cation skills,” noted another Aurovilian on Auronet.

Communication issues in Auroville are nothing
new. In fact, in regard to our major working groups
there seems to be a recurring pattern. When a new
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Is there anybody there?

Communication between our major working groups and the rest of the community is frequently
insufficient and sometimes non-existent. Why? And what can be done about it?

group is appointed it states that, unlike its predeces-
sor, it will be a transparent communication channel
with the larger community. It starts well, but within
a few months the reports start dropping off and
within six months the line has frequently gone
dead.

To be fair, this is not the case for all groups. The
Budget Coordination Committee (BCC) publishes
regular monthly updates on the community’s finan-
cial status. Actually, during the week in which [ am
writing this article, there has been one public infor-
mation meeting on housing involving presentations
from four of our major working groups, and the
Funds and Asset Management Committee (FAMC)
broke a long information drought and published
reports of their work in the News & Notes.

What limits communication?

However, all the groups interviewed by
Auroville Today acknowledge that they could do
better, and sometimes a lot better, when it comes to
communicating with the larger community. So
what’s the problem?

Jesse, a member of the Auroville Council, hap-
pens to have superb communication skills. During
the early months of the group’s tenure, he, Jean-
Yves and Nicole published a number of informa-
tive and entertaining reports on their activities.
Then.. .silence. What happened? “There are two
things which limit communication. The first is that
we don’t have enough time and energy to do it. In
this job you spend the first three months working

out what you are meant to be doing and after that
you’re so overwhelmed, saturated, by everything
that you have to deal with that there’s no time to
write about it.”

“We get between 50 and 60 e-mails a day
addressed to L’Avenir,” explains Renu, “and
that’s a lot to have to go through and prioritize.
People like to complain about issues with their
neighbours and they want us to deal with them,
even though it’s not our job. It takes the com-
plainant about three minutes to send us an email,
but if we decide to take up the matter it can take
ten people several meetings and a lot of thought
before we can adequately respond. This is a mis-
use of email and of our time.”

“The other limiting factor,” continues Jesse, “is
the presence in the community of people who are
waiting to attack and undermine whatever we try to
do. It’s a negative weakness which I’d never seen
before. Dealing with these people is extremely dif-
ficult because they have no interest in doing the
right thing, they’re just following their own agenda,
even if it’s at the expense of Auroville.

“So when you enter the Council you are sud-
denly placed on the battlefield and you have to be
very guarded in your communication. It’s like
walking into a room where you have many friends
but one person hates you, so everything you do and
say is done with that person in mind. This is what
all the working groups are operating with. In addi-
tion, you cannot publicize very sensitive issues
between Aurovilians, and you have to consider the

sensibilities of the government administration
which are often quite different from those of a spir-
itually-oriented community. All of this does not
make for clear and easy communication.”

Chali from the Working Committee agrees
with Jesse’s assessment. And she adds, “When cer-
tain things are in process I think it is counterproduc-
tive to be communicating too much because things
can change very quickly. Also, it can create a situa-
tion where everybody weighs in with their own
opinion about what should be done and this creates
more confusion in situations which are already con-
fused and complicated enough.”

The ‘weighing in with opinions’ often happens
publicly on Auronet. Chali, like many other mem-
bers of major working groups, no longer bothers to
log in because she feels the level of discourse is
often very low, uninformed and even insulting.
Divya, another member of the Waorking
Committee, points out that disgruntled people often
use Auronet to attack major working groups, or
they send them very aggressive emails, “and this
breaks down all possibility of communication”.

Part of the frustration vented at the major work-
ing groups derives from their perceived lack of
accountability, partly it’s because there is no body
to which one can appeal their decisions, and partly
it is based upon what they represent - a form of
authority - rather than upon anything specific they
have said or done, but it doesn’t make it any easier
to deal with.

continued on page 2
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COMMUNICATION

continued from page 1

In fact, it tends to create a fortress mentality in
the groups attacked, which makes the petitioners
even more frustrated. And so the cycle continues.

A grey line

Renu, however, has a somewhat different take
on what’s going on. “Some people don’t necessari-
ly have Auroville’s best interests at heart, so some
information is delicate to put out because it would
be misused. But it’s a very grey line and I'm often
very conflicted about not communicating certain
things which I think the community should know
about. After all, if you don’t say anything you are
providing room for the spread of rumours and innu-
endo. Groups also tend to feel they can get a lot
more done if they don’t have to ask permission for
everything, but it’s not a very sound way to grow.
So I have to constantly ask myself, do I want to get
something done quickly or do I want to further the
larger purpose of Auroville, which is all about
cooperation and unity.”

Renu is particularly sensitive on this score as
the previous L’ Avenir d” Auroville and its predeces-
sors had acquired a reputation for forging ahead
with their own ideological agenda without consult-
ing the community. In fact, Renu is only too aware
that information is power. “If I look around
Auroville and even at my group, everybody’s hang-
ing on to a little bit of information because it gives
them some form of power. It’s very unhealthy.”

What kind of information?

But it’s not only the lack of regular information
which people in the larger community complain
about; it’s also the kind of information which the
groups provide. Most group reports, for example,
simply list what has been done or decided, often in
a very summary way. There is no explanation of
how decisions were arrived at, or whether there
were disagreements within the group concerning a
course of action. And it’s almost unheard of for a
group to admit that they made a mistake.

The Working Committee members say they
would have no problem in doing this. In fact, Chali
recalls that they did apologise to the community
early in their term for their hasty decision that the
Secretary could publish an advertisement about
land sale and exchange in the newspapers. But
Renu believes that the general failure to admit to
differences within the group or to making blunders
is part of a growing trend in Auroville “where we in
groups want to appear more professional than we
really are. I think it’s a big mistake because by
doing this we really separate ourselves from the rest
of the community. For example, recently there was
some confusion in our group concerning the next
phase of the Crown Road construction. I told the

ndia made international head-
lines last year when it was
claimed that the country now

group we should express our confusion, we should
tell the community, but I was told we can’t do that.
People are frightened to look stupid.”

However, information is not always withheld
deliberately. The ability to write a comprehensive
and comprehensible report on a group’s activities
involves a skill-set which is rare in Auroville.
Annemarie, one of the moderators of Auronet,
recalls that a few years ago the Funds and Assets
Management Committee (FAMC) was putting out
very regular reports which were well-written and
informative. “But after that person left, communi-
cation with the community completely broke down
because nobody else in the group had her commu-
nication skills. Only now does it seem to have
found a replacement.”

Manoj, the other moderator of Auronet, sees
this as symptomatic of a larger situation. “As a
community we have gone through the phase of
purely physical development, then came the second
phase of developing our vitality through our com-
mercial activities and our finances. The mental
layer is only forming now. So when it comes to the
practical aspect of communication, which requires
the mental ability to look at, analyse and express
ideas, we lack people who can do this.

“At the same time, there is a growing pressure
from the community for more communication and
engagement. This reflects a larger shift in the world
where the whole paradigm of communication is
changing from one-way communication to engag-
ing people in a conversation.”

In this context, Renu notes that the working
groups also have difficulties in processing commu-
nity feedback. “We haven’t yet found a way of
understanding and translating what’s been
expressed by the larger community into a real
response from the working groups. The result is
that people in the larger community often stop giv-
ing feedback because they don’t get a response or
don’t see the groups acting upon it.”

Solutions

The challenge of improving communication
between our major working groups and the com-
munity seems formidable. Can anything be done to
improve the situation?

Some things are already happening. Chali of
the Working Committee is aware that their reports
often touch only the tip of the iceberg, but says that
if somebody wants more information they can
always contact them personally. (She also notes
that every email sent to them receives a reply.)
Meanwhile, Renu is putting all information relevant
to town planning on a database which will be made
available to all interested parties.

From an organizational point of view, it seems
wise to include in each group’s mandate the respon-

sibility to publish monthly reports in the News &
Notes. But who will ensure that this will happen?
And who will write them? At present, only
L’Avenir has members whose responsibility is
communication. Most other major groups, while
acknowledging the need to improve communica-
tion, are unconvinced that someone in the group
should be solely dedicated to this task, pointing out
that they are already overworked. This, and the
dearth of good communicators, suggests we need to
set up a trained secretariat to assist the major groups
in writing regular reports.

General meetings are often cited as being inef-
fective in terms of communicating information
because the presentations are sometimes ill-pre-
pared and the meetings are often hijacked by a few
people intent on venting their grievances. But even
when a meeting is run well, it’s often difficult for
participants to grasp all aspects of an issue and for a
working group to extract information which can be
translated into useful action: the feedback tends to
be diffuse, contradictory or uninformed. To remedy
this, Ulli of the FAMC suggests that general infor-
mation meetings could be organized differently.
“Before the meeting you could send out a one page
information sheet on the topic. Then the actual
meeting could begin with a “fish-bowl” discussion
where a few people with deep knowledge, but pos-
sibly different perspectives, debate the issue. Once
people have listened to what they have said, they
would get a chance to ask questions and make sug-
gestions. Hopefully, this would result in the work
group concerned expanding its understanding and
performing better.”

Can technology help?

People like Ulli and Manoj also believe that
technology can assist in improving communication
~within the community. Manoj believes that the
electronic media can help in the emergence of a col-
lective understanding and consensus. While he
acknowledges that the tone of postings on Auronet
can sometimes be quite raw, he believes that groups
like SOMA waste management are doing an excel-
lent job by posting good educational materials and
encouraging feedback. Ulli, who is at present super-
vising the migration to a new Google electronic
mail programme, explains how, among other
things, it will allow people in different locations to
work on the same document and for group discus-
sions to be more easily followed and archived.
Both Ulli and Manoj acknowledge, however,
that while the tools are a help in improving commu-
nication, they are not the solution. For if people don’t
want to communicate, or fear communicating or
don’t see why they should, the finest electronic tools
in the world are useless. As Manoj puts it, “The tools
are there but they haven’t made us into a communi-

New communications in the villages

cation culture. For that to happen, we need a para-
digm shift in how we perceive and communicate
with each other.” He explains that one of the biggest
changes brought about by the explosion of informa-
tion technology in the larger world is that the mass
public is now looked upon as a place where you can
harness knowledge. “However, in Auroville the
mass is still considered by some people as unintelli-
gent, the lowest common denominator, a body
which cannot be trusted with the ‘purity” of certain
ideas and ideals. We have to change this if commu-
nication is to improve. But how to do this? This is
the question that we are facing daily at Auronet.”

New approach needed

We are no longer an extended family of 500
people and it’s much harder to know and feel part
of a community of over 2,000 people. As Renu
points out, this requires a new approach to com-
munication, an approach which we have yet to dis-
cover. But this shouldn’t stop us taking the first
steps towards more conscious and respectful com-
munication. The prerequisite is building, or
rebuilding, the trust between us and dismantling
the suspicion and fear which our present patterns
of communication tend to amplify rather than
reduce. How to do this?

On the one hand, this requires the working
groups to be much more open with each other and
with the community. They could do this through
the simple courtesy of answering individuals’
emails (a one-liner is sometimes enough to defuse a
situation), and through sharing with the community
not only their decisions but also the restraints they
are labouring under, as well as their unclarities and
confusions. Making yourself vulnerable is never
easy but this is a very powerful way of building
community understanding and support. This also
implies that the groups begin to perceive the larger
community not as a threat, as a brake upon develop-
ment or consciousness-lowering force but, poten-
tially at least, as an intelligent body from which
wisdom can be gleaned.

But this can only happen if individuals in the
larger community take responsibility for informing
themselves better before sounding-off on Auronet
or bombarding working groups with aggressive
emails; when they offer constructive support rather
than criticism to groups struggling with intractable
issues; and when they stop projecting their own
problems with authority on to the groups.

Perhaps, one day, we will succeed in enlarg-
ing our consciousness to the point where there is
no longer ‘us’ and ‘them’, no ‘others’, but sim-
ply many aspects of the self. Then communica-
tion will become as effortless, as natural, as
breathing. One day ...

Alan

friend,” He also points out that mobile
phones more easily facilitate ‘escapes’
(elopements between lovers). “Before,
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has more people with mobile

phones than toilets. An article
had highlighted slums in Mumbai with
no running water, but where families
have four or five phones. How has the
ready availability and affordability of
communications technology affected
life in the villages around Auroville?

Mobile phones have been readily
embraced locally, and most adult fami-
ly members will have their own phone.
Shankar, from Edaiyanchavady vil-
lage, says. “Even my mother, who is
uneducated, has a phone. My brothers
and I bought it for her, and showed her
the on and off buttons. We can ring her
to let her know when we are not com-
ing home for dinner.”

Shankar claims that mobile phones
have been primarily a positive force
for communication and village rela-
tionships. “When something bad, like
a death, used to happen, we would
have to find a person from the Dalit
area, who would go around and tell all
the people, because dalits do the dis-
tasteful jobs in our village. If I had
gone to tell people, they would say ‘it’s
bad you are coming’. Now, we can just
call people on the mobile and tell
them.”

Village youths claim communica-
tion between lovers is one of the main
profit-making avenues for mobile
phone companies. “There is more
romance now,” says Shankar. “Girls
and boys can communicate without
their parents’ knowledge.” Lakshmi
[name changed, eds.], a 19-year-old
girl who lives in a nearby village and
attends college in Pondicherry, says
that “almost all’ the girls in her first

While internet and computer uptake still has much scope to grow in the villages,
mobile phones have become an integrated part of daily life, transcending classes

and education levels.

year class at college have phones that
have been given to them by their
boyfriends, including her. “Our
boyfriends buy the phone and they pay
for the recharge. We usually hide the
phone from our parents. In the home,
we will cover ourselves with a bed-
sheet and chat by SMS with our lover
until it is late. Parents think we are
sleeping. Some girls use their phones
at college during the day, and then give
it to a friend to mind in the evenings, so
that their parents will not find it. The
friend will bring it to college in the
morning. | exchange about 200 mes-
sages per day with my boyfriend. It’s
mostly just “Where are you? What did
you eat? What do you like and don’t
like?” With my girlfriends, we clarify
doubts about our studies during exam
time and tell the page number of text
books for information.”

Previously, about four houses per
street had a landline phone, but most
households now have cancelled these
phones because mobiles offer greater
benefits and better value for money.
Lakshmi says that her grandmother
had a landline that her extended family
used, but this is obsolete now. “For just
Rs 1500, my father bought a mobile
phone with a camera, bluetooth, mem-
ory card and free messaging. Even
touch screen phones are now only
about Rs 3,000.”

Lakshmi says her family is typical
in that all the family members over 16
years have a mobile phone. Her father
gave his old phone to her mother, but

her mother only uses it to call her
father if he is late. “My father thinks
mobile phones are good. If I'm late
from college, I have to call him and let
him know. During monsoon time, the
school can ring and let him know if it is
closed due to flooding, so that my sis-
ters should not go.”

Lakshmi says that before getting a
phone she only communicated with
about five friends, but now she feels
she has more friends because she mes-
sages regularly with 35 people. She
explains that some girls even get new
friends or boyfriends via a “wrong call’
— where young men will randomly call
numbers in the hope of speaking with
young women and making friends with
them. “My friends do that — receive
calls from boys they don’t know. One
young man rang me, and said ‘your
voice is so sweet” and said he liked my
way of speaking. Another person rang
me again and again. Eventually, my
boyfriend took the phone and scolded
them. My girlfriend also took a wrong
call from a boy who said she had a
sweet voice. He said he was a cinema
actor in Chennai. She was speaking
with him daily. He travelled to Pondy
and they met. We told her at college
“This is not good. If your boyfriend
finds out, you will be fighting’.”

Villagers generally take pre-paid
phones and will spend about Rs 50-
100 per month. Many men have two
SIM cards — one each for official and
personal purposes. Because SMS chat-
ting is very popular with youths, they

will often buy a ‘booster’ — which
means that for an extra Rs 27 per
month, they can send 6000 free mes-
sages. Shankar points out that only lit-
erate people use this option, and they
will tend to write in Tamil but with
English letters. “We try to use up all
the free messages each month, so we
will forward a lot of messages to all
our friends. We will share comedy
jokes, and send important information
about disasters abroad, swine flu, exer-
cise tips, unhealthy food, or an appeal
for blood. By forwarding, this informa-
tion can get out to thousands of people
within minutes. Also, messaging is
very useful to send information to the
cricket team about practice timings and
matches. I usually use all of my 6000
free messages each month.” Lakshmi
says that girls use up most of their mes-
sage allocation through ‘wishing’ mes-
sages that exhort the recipient to have a
good day, or sweet dreams.

Shankar points out some of the
drawbacks of mobile phones, such as
unwanted calls from promotional com-
panies, calls at inconvenient times, and
the fact that ‘terrorists are using them’.
But he claims the positives far out-
weigh the negatives. “If there is a road
accident, someone will pick up the
injured person’s phone and ring people
in the contacts to notify the relatives.
This happened to a friend, and the peo-
ple rang me. The accident took place
near his village which is some distance
from me, but I rang the village and told
them, and they went quickly to my

the boy had to send messages through
a friend about where he would wait for
the girl. Now, the boy and girl coordi-
nate via the phone. But the number of
escapes is going down now, as families
begin to accept love relationships and
then turn them into arranged mar-
riages.”

Internet and email usage is less of
a phenomenon in the villages. Only a
few houses have a computer or internet
connection. Lakshmi says that girls are
not allowed to go to internet shops, as
their parents are worried they are
‘roaming’ and will get a bad name.
There are no computers for students in
her college, so assignments are all
hand-written. Shankar says he is prob-
ably typical of educated boys in his vil-
lage, in that he got an email ID a few
years ago, which was facilitated by his
brother who was working in an office
with internet access. “He would print
out emails I had received and would
bring them home. I would hand-write
my responses, and then he would type
and send them the next day. It was a
good way for me to keep in contact
with the foreigners who funded my
postgraduate studies.” Now that
Shankar has an office job, he maintains
his own email, and facilitates his girl-
friend’s email. He is often on Yahoo
Chat, and occasionally on Facebook.
“Only a few village mates are on
Facebook. It’s mostly friends from col-
lege or people I know through
Auroville, no village girls.”

All people feel a mobile phone is
necessary,” says Shankar. “It’s a basic
need now.”

Lesley
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A hospice learning experience

At the end of January, forty three people participated in a three day workshop at Arka to learn about end of life
care. This covered pain management, grieving and dying.

ohn, Fran and Flo
had come, at their
own expense, from
San Francisco
where they had set
up Hospice Care homes.
They had been invited to
inform us about hospice
management and end of life
care, knowledge which
Auroville badly needs.

The situation is worry-
ing. Auroville has no regular
ambulance service, no
rooms for convalescent care,
no coordinated health or vis-
iting care and no quiet place
where one can pass away
peacefully. Yet there are 146
people over the age of 65
and the numbers will only
increase.

Most  Western and
quite a few Indian
Aurovilians have no family
here and in time of need are
dependent on whom they
know in the community. If
they are Newcomers, of a
shy disposition, or maybe
not very popular, their
potential circle of helpers
may be very small. It is time that car-
ing for the sick and for those at the
end of their lives is organized central-
ly.

In this context, the timing of this
workshop seemed perfect and the
response was heart-warming. On the
first day, the feelings of the carer and
the dying person were discussed, both
of which could be extremely confusing
and painful. The second day was a
practical one, with demonstrations of
how to feed, clean and move the sick
person. The third day included infor-

Fran addressing the hospice workshop participants at Arka.

ing death and how to cope with the
emotions it brings up in the carers. The
making of a will was also discussed as
such situations can be complicated in
Auroville,

The workshop concluded with dis-
cussing the potential organization of a
Carer’s Group in Auroville. Many peo-
ple offered their support.

At times during the three days the
emotions that came up were intense,
but the team leaders skilfully showed
us how to handle them in a creative
way. Audrey and Marlenka, who had

the course,also-said how

impressed they were with the leaders’
ability to constantly communicate and
share with each other. “We hope to
bring this attitude to our caring in
Auroville. Aurovilians need to be hum-
ble about what they don’t know,” said
Audrey. One of the course leaders
made an interesting comment. “T have
never been anywhere with so much
energy in the air. This may be a draw-
back as there could be too many chiefs
here for the number of Indians.”

The good news is that since last
month the health care situation is

changing. On February 21st, The

Mother’s birthday, the foundation stone
was laid of the first phase of a new
Integral Health Centre located on the
Crown Road opposite Surrender. The
building will also have a nursing home.
Another development is that as a result
of this workshop, a dozen people
signed-up for a basic practical course in
care for the terminally-ill. And the Life
Education staff from Kottakarai are set-
ting up a nursing training course which
will be tailored towards training full-
time care attendants from the villages,
as well as being open to Aurovilians.
Dianna

New direction for the Life Education Center

The Life Education Centre is celebrating its 20th anniversary with a new focus. Marijke, Zerina and Harini explain.

he Life Education Centre
(LEC), an independent
unit under Village Action,
was set up to teach voca-
. tional skills such as tailor-
ing, crochet, sewing, computing, and
typing to young women from the sur-
rounding villages, as well as functional
skills such as maths, Tamil, English
‘and food-processing. The Centre,
moreover, functions as a therapeutic
learning environment for young
women allowing them to come into
closer contact with themselves and
each other in dealing with life’s prob-
lems. Raising self-esteem and self-
confidence are intrinsic to the pulse of
the LEC.

“In the villages the women are still
treated badly, and the LEC fulfils a
role in helping them,” says Marijke.
She explains: “The LEC has been
working on core quality empower-
ment. Core quality is the quality you
bring because the core is your heart.
You can talk about education, about a
lot of things which are coming to you,
but your heart is what it is all about —
with this heart and the qualities you
have you can do something with your
life.” She enumerates some of these
qualities: persistence, courage, sinceri-
ty, and the power of self-organizing.
“These qualities are independent of for-
mal education; when one has devel-
oped them, it helps one to get through
the difficult stages in one’s life.”

Over the years, the LEC has increas-
ingly concentrated on young women.
“We started with mixed groups,” says
Zerina. “But the boys didn’t come regu-
larly and dropped out as soon as they got
a small job, like painting or carpentry.
Also they didn’t like the group discus-
sions that much: they found it difficult to
open up. The girls, too, were not com-
fortable speaking up in front of the boys.
So the focus shifted to girls. We thought
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LEC students with teacher Zerina (standing third from left)

that this was an important development
because girls have fewer opportunities.
Boys can go back to school, or find jobs
more easily.”

“One of the problems is alcoholism
in the family,” says Zerina. “The father
drinks and beats the mother, the mother
runs off; the girls do not know what to
do. We ask the girls to analyze the
problem in group discussions and sug-
gest solutions. We have seen that in
those discussions many ideas come up.
The sharing of problems also gives a lot
of moral support. For those who do not
want to talk in front of the group, we
provide personal counselling sessions.”

Another aspect of the LEC work is
the mother-daughter project. “Often the
girls talk about the difficulties they are
having with their mothers. They feel
they are not getting support from them.
We realised we should be doing some-
thing in this area, for the mother’s sup-
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port is very important,” says Marijke.
“We began by interviewing the moth-
ers; then we started conducting ses-
sions, first with the daughters, later also
with the mothers. At the beginning it
was very difficult; the mothers were
quick to find fault with their daughters,
often humiliating them in front of the
other mothers and the girls. It slowly
began to improve; we asked them
“What are the qualities you like in your
daughter. Who is stitching your
clothes?” After a couple of sessions we
were able to explain to them that they
should allow their daughters to contin-
ue on to higher education and not take
them out of school. This was something
that they accepted,” says Harini.
Marijke added, “This took courage
from the mothers because many of the
fathers and brothers are against it. The
encouragement came from these group
meetings.”

But over the years the number of
students has dropped. “When I joined
the LEC in 1994 there were about 30
students,” says Zerina. “This year six
girls are finishing their first year of our
three year programme. We have been
seeing this change happening over the
years because the needs of the students
are changing.”

“It's a very positive develop-
ment,” says Harini. “Nowadays stu-
dents are coming for what they need.
They want a better life. We encourage
the students to go for higher education
and to start doing things for them-
selves and finding a suitable job. We
are also looking for work opportuni-
ties in Auroville for them, at places
where their input would be appreciat-
ed and honoured.”

“One of those areas,” says
Marijke, “is homecare. This is an
undeveloped area in Auroville. If an
Aurovilian falls ill, he or she has to
depend on family, friends or volun-

teers for care. That may work for a few
weeks, but we have experienced that
the goodwill doesn’t last much longer.
Moreover, we observed that the volun-
teers lack professional skills. One
elderly Aurovilian, who has a small
pension from abroad, had no other
option than to hire a professional nurse
from outside Auroville for Rs 30,000 a
month! Recently we conducted a sur-
vey and spoke to a few people with
experience in healthcare. The over-
whelming conclusion of the survey
was that there is a huge need for people
who can provide homecare. Taking all
these inputs into account, we decided
to create a curriculum for homecare
training and we will make that a new
focal point for the LEC. Once we have
developed the programme, the training
will be available to everyone, not just
the village girls.

Elaine
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In brief

Acquiring city lands
The Working Committee report-
ed its frustration that Aurovilians
who individually or whose family
own land within the City area
wish to sell it at prices or
exchange it at rates of exchange
that are as unreasonable as out-
siders are asking. A positive
example was set by a late mem-
ber of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram
who donated the land he owned
in Auroville through a legacy to
the Auroville Foundation.

Police presence

A team of five special officers will
patrol the main roads in the
Auroville area from 11 pm to 5 am
in view of the many unknown indi-
viduals and groups who use the
roads especially at the weekends
and holidays.

New Roads

L'Avenir d'Auroville has decided to
continue the paving of the Crown
Road past Surrender and to pave
the Vikas radial up to Creativity
community. At the crossing of the
Crown Road and the Vikas radial a
roundabout will be built to reduce
speed and sound pollution and
improve security.

Google migration

After extensive testing and an in-
depth evaluation of the services
offered by Google, and the over-
whelming  positive  feedback
received from the Auroville users,
the Auronet Team has decided to
switch over to Google Corporate
Services. Auroville has been recog-
nised by Google as an Educational
Institution and therefore will be
given access to these services at
zero cost. The switch-over took
placein February,

Waste management
Eco-Service has found a new site
for an Auroville landfill. L'Avenir
d'Auroville has requested to use
this site for a maximum of six
months. Eco-Service is in discus-
sion with companies in India to
study" the feasibility, costs and
necessity for Auroville to operate a
long-term sanitary landfill. During
the previous six months period,
Auroville produced on average
6,000 kg of waste per month.

Varanasi weavers

An exhibition on the work of
Upasana Design Studio in helping
the Varanasi weavers' community
to regain their livelihood by pro-
moting responsible fashion and
encouraging the rediscovery of a
part of India's heritage was held at
Maison Colombani in Pondicherry.

New publications

Two new and updated publica-
tions are available at Auroville
bookshops and from prisma
@auroville.org.in. They are the
new Auroville Handbook and the
new Auroville Architecture book.
Savitri Bhavan has published an
updated reprint of the book
'‘Darshan, Remembering Sweet
Mother and Sri Aurobindo,' con-
taining personal stories about The
Mother and the beginning of
Auroville. Contact savitribhavan
@auroville.org.in.

Unending education
portal

A beta version of the Unending
Education Portal is online at
www.edu.aurovilleportal.org. Its
objective is to provide a virtual
teacher's centre where teaching
material and teachers experi-
ences can be shared. The Portal
aims at becoming a valuable
resource for educators in
Auroville and elsewhere.
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Towards a work, maintenance and contribution policy?

in November 2010, the Budget Coordination Committee (BCC) published the draft of a Work, Maintenance and Contribution Policy in the Auroville
News. Auroville Today asked the BCC for an update. Divya and Lyle, two of its members, agreed to be interviewed but clarified that their views do
not represent the BCC as a.whole, as there is still no agreement on all proposals.

Aunroville Today: What is the Auroville mainte-
nance situation today?

Lyle: As of January 2011, Auroville City
Services provides maintenances to 347 people work-
ing full-time and to 177 people working part-time.
Calculating at what we call ‘a full-time equivalent’,
this means that 437 people out of an adult Auroville
population of about 1400 people, or 33%, are work-
ing full-time for City Services and receive a commu-
nity maintenance. The others either work for other
Auroville units or are self-supporting.

In January 2011, our budget for full and part-
time maintenance was slightly over Rs 25 lakhs a
month. On average the maintenance was Rs 5,800
a month. To be added to that are lunch and Pour
Tous allowances, and payments we make to the
Auroville Health Fund. If we take all this into
account, the BCC pays around Rs 8,000 a month
per person towards community maintenance.

Divya: In addition, the BCC pays children’s and
students’ maintenance and funds a number of activi-
ties which are consequently ‘free’ for Aurovilians.
For example, Aurovilians do not pay fees for
Auroville schools or pay for access to cultural
events. Security, access to a well-maintained forest
environment, and quite a number of other services
are free or accessible at a nominal fee.

Professor Dr. Henk Thomas and chartered
accountant Manuel Thomas mentioned in an
interview with AVToday [see issue # 259, January
2011] that the Auroville maintenances have not
kept up with the pace of inflation in India.

Divya: That’s true. The Indian Income Tax
contains an income tax exemption limit which the
government raises periodically because of infla-
tion. Those whose income is below that limit do not
pay tax. For the financial year 2010-2011, the limit
was Rs 190,000 (for women) and Rs 160,000 (for
men); for the year 2011-2012 it will be Rs 200,000
and Rs 180,000 respectively. This translates to Rs
15,000 a month (for men). The Auroville mainte-
nance doesn't even approach this figure.

Lyle: The Government of India is effectively
saying that Rs 15,000/month is a basic
income.And we agree that this should be the basic
income level for an Aurovilian. But there is no way
we can pay this. In fact, we are eating into our
reserves. In April 2010, our reserves were Rs 277
lakhs. If we do not now increase the budget, we
expect the reserves to fall to Rs 244 lakhs by March
2011; they would further drop to 195 lakhs by
March 2012. But if we now increase the budget by
10%, we project that our reserves will fall to Rs
111 lakhs by March 2012, unless our income
increases more than last year. This is an untenable
situation. Yet, it has become very difficult to live on
a maintenance nowadays; you have to be incredibly
frugal and give up all the small luxuries such as eat-
ing out, even at an Auroville restaurant.

Divya: There is another concern. Our

‘reserves are invested and the interest — about 50
lakhs this year — form a substantial part of the
income of the City Services. But if we need to
use the reserves, for example for buying land,
the interest will diminish or even disappear alto-
gether. That will heavily impact the income and
then we won’t even be able to sustain the present
budget. This is alarming!

So what do you propose to do?

Lyle: The community maintenance accounts
for 60% of all the budgets allocated by the BCC.
So here is the dilemma: if income does not
increase and we increase the maintenance, we
have to cut other budgets, cut into reserves, or sub-
stantially change our organisation. Cutting into
reserves is not a sustainable solution.

Two to three years ago, the BCC invited proposals

Jor so-called ‘capiral grants’, grants to purchase
moveable assets. How can the BCC pay for such
grants if there is insufficient money now for
increase of maintenance?

Lyle: We have given capital grants because at
the time we had a surplus. This is no longer the
case. The primary objective of the BCC is the
maintenance of Auroville. As long as the mainte-
nances are not sufficient, I do not see how we can
justify paying any capital grants.

Can you explain what you mean by ‘substantially
change our organisation’?

Lyle: One aspect is the efficiency of
Auroville’s working groups. Would it make sense
to reduce the number of working groups? Would it
be possible to have working groups functioning
more efficiently with fewer people, and more of

those working full-time?
Working groups have tradi-
tionally been set-up on a rep-
resentational, not on an oper-
ational basis where we say
‘we need ‘x’ people with ‘y’
qualifications to do the job’. I
have a feeling that some
working groups could work
as well with half the number
of people.

Also Auroville’s services
should look into their func-
tioning to see if the same
amount of work can be done
by less people. Take educa-
tion, for example. In
Auroville’s educational set-
up, there is often a ratio of
one teacher to five children
or less; in some cases the
ratio is one to one. From the
educational perspective, this is probably good;
from the economic, it isn’t.

So if there are less people on the maintenance list,
the others could get more?

Lyle: Yes. Moreover, if we gave people a bet-
ter maintenance, so that they could devote their
entire energies to the job instead of doing other
work to find additional income, they would be able
to do a better job. If you teach during the day and
in the evening you do translations to make extra
money, you don’t have time to prepare your next
day classes and the quality of your teaching will
suffer.

Divya: This seeking for extra income is hap-
pening increasingly. If one’s maintenance is not
enough, especially if one has a family with children,
one is forced to seek income elsewhere. This may
even lead people to only give a token presence at the
job which pays the maintenance.

City Service’s Maintenance

¥ paid to individual Full time | Parttime

. . . 35 h/week | 15 h/week
paid to respective unit mihimtm | iR

* Cash 2300 1160

* Kind 3500 1740

o, Pour Tous 1000 500

o Lunch 860 860

I Health 280 280

. Electricity 150 150

\__ Total 8090 4690 /

You mentioned increasing the income as an alter-
native. Is this a realistic possibility?

Lyle: In the financial year 2009-2010, all the
commercial units together were giving about 50%
of their net profits as declared on their balance
sheets. In this financial year, 2010-2011, this will
probably fall to 40%. It’s good that as a group the
commercial units exceed the minimum of 33%
(because a few give much more than the minimum).
But out of 150 units that made a profit, about 50 did
not pay the minimum expected contribution.

Is something being done about non-contributing
units?

Divya: The BCC went to the Auroville Board
of Commerce (ABC) with the list of non-con-
tributing units, but so far there has been no tangi-
ble result. But this is not a job for the BCC. We are
not the Auroville income tax department!

Lyle: Two questions were asked in that meet-
ing with the ABC. One was, how can we more
effectively collect the 33% of the unit’s net profit
that is supposed to be contributed to City Services?
The second was: what is a legitimate way for the
unit to use the remaining 67%?

Regarding the 33%, the ABC has so far not
come up with a sustainable, scalable solution.
They simply suggested making phone calls to
encourage those who have not given the mini-
mum, But as Auroville grows, we have to put a
system in place which makes it easier for us to col-
lect what is due instead of the personalised
approach. There’s a misconception that a personal-
ized approach is somehow more ‘yogic’. If people
consciously do not follow-up on their agreements,
there has to be a system in place to do something
about it, a clear set of actions. Not necessarily
punitive, but allowing an intervention of sorts,
such as the appointment of an advisory group to

Divya and Lyle at the Financial Service in the Town Hall

work with the executives, of an additional execu-
tive or of a group of guardians. We can’t continue
with the present system where people have to the
‘massage’ the defaulter through endless phone
calls. Executives have to be conscious that they are
not running ‘their’ business but that they have
been entrusted to run a unit of the community.

Divya: The FAMC is the authority here.
Perhaps they should re-study the Office Orders or
Trust Deeds under which the units have been set-
ﬁp to see how the position of the community can
be strengthened.

Andthe 67%?

Lyle: The ABC and the BCC have agreed to
set up a sub-group to address this. Let’s see if any-
thing comes of it.

Canyou explain the ideas behind your draft Work,
Maintenance and Contribution Policy?

Divya: The foremost need is to create trans-
parency, make it clear to everybody what it means to
receive a maintenance from the community and to
clarify the expectations of what we want and can do.

Lyle: A lot of the policy is not new, it has been
put together on the basis of past realities. But it has
four new and contentious points.

The first one is that all Aurovilians who have an
income exceeding Rs 13,000 a month would con-
tribute 33% of that excess to a Fraternal Fund. So
someone who would earn Rs 19,000 a month would
contribute Rs. 2,000 (Rs 19,000 - Rs 13,000= 6,000
X 33%=2,000)

The second is that we propose that no
Auroville unit will pay a maintenance larger than
three times the community maintenance. We are
still in the process of attempting to clarify if
perks, such as a free telephone, the free use of the
unit’s car or the payment of house ammas or gar-
deners by the unit, are to be considered part of the
executive’s maintenance.

The third point is that those who live in
Auroville but do not work for Auroville should
pay a substantial monthly contribution into the
Fraternal Fund.

Divya: The Fraternal Fund would supply
additional maintenance required by those who
are committed and dedicated full-time to
Auroville and who cannot manage to live from
their City Services maintenance.

Lyle: And the fourth point is that all
Aurovilians should work for Auroville.

Is the BCC in full agreement on these four issues?

Divya: No, there are quite different view-
points. Even the fourth point, that Aurovilians
work for Auroville, which I believe is something
that originates from The Mother herself, is not

accepted by everybody.

Here the situation is differ-
ent for Indian nationals and
foreigners. Foreigners receive
a visa for living in and working
for Auroville. If they work for
an Auroville unit, they can, as
employees of the unit, work
outside Auroville. But they
cannot get employed directly
by an outside Indian company.

Indian nationals have no
such restriction. We are aware
that quite a few Indian
Aurovilians are running their
private businesses outside
Auroville, or are being
employed outside Auroville,
while living in Auroville and
receiving Auroville benefits
such as free education for
their children.

Yet it is understandable that Aurovilians who
receive an insufficient maintenance try to do other
jobs to make ends meet.

Lyle: Certainly. But it should not result in
the Aurovilian no longer working for Auroville
as his or her main activity. And there should be
transparency and honesty. We propose to set up
a “human resource sharing’ unit. The Aurovilian
would work for the Auroville unit, which in turn
would deploy that Aurovilian to an organisation
outside Auroville. The deployment contract
would be between the unit and the outside organ-
isation. We haven’t yet found Aurovilians to run
this unit.

Henk and Manuel Thomas also warned that
Auroville should not become ‘a retirement com-
munity’ where Aurovilians, who do not depend on
Auroville for their income, would only work for
Auroville when they please.

Lyle: We are aware that some people with pri-
vate funds do not contribute to the community
either through work or through donations. That’s
why we introduced the third point, that those who
live in Auroville but do not work for Auroville
should pay a substantial monthly contribution.

What is the status of your draft policy?

Lyle: We presented an early draft to the com-
munity in November last year, and received some
very good feedback that we have incorporated into
anew draft. We have sent this new draft to different
working groups and so far have received some indi-
vidual responses. We expect that some of the points
may need to be modified, perhaps substantially so.
But we are happy that the discussion has started.
Some people feel that such a policy could be mis-
used, and that it is not inspirational. It is true, it is not
inspirational. It represents the lowest common
denominator, a crutch, which cannot replace the
level of consciousness that should prevail in
Auroville. But we have experienced that the com-
munity is not at that level, so the crutch seems to be
necessary. Once we achieve a higher level of con-
sciousness, the crutch will not be needed; it will fall
away naturally.

Divya: Without clarity about how to resolve
issues, the BCC cannot properly function and will
not be able to pay adequate maintenances. If the
community can come to a basic understanding and
agree on a public policy on the maintenance, work
and contribution situation, we have the right to ask
individuals and units to comply. This is not because
we want to control or bureaucratize, but because we
need to be fair to all Aurovilians who work for the
manifestation of Auroville.

In conversation with Carel

[

guesthouses is detailed.

difference to a Fraternal Fund.

Draft Auroville Work Maintenance and Contribution Policy
Main features and proposals

1) All Aurovilians, Indians and those of foreign origin, are expected to work for
Auroville within the Auroville framework.

2) The draft contains a detailed description of maintenances payable to those who
work for City Services, for children, to students and apprentices, to those who
are temporarily out of work, to Aurovilians who are pregnant, and to those who
can no longer work due to health reasons.

3) The calculation of the profit contribution of Auroville’s commercial units and

\

4) Those whose income exceeds Rs 13,000 a month should contribute 33% of the

5) Individuals who are able to work, but are not working for Auroville and have an
adequate personal income should participate to the community development by
providing a monthly contribution proportionate to their financial capacity but, at

NS the very least equal to the total cost of the full maintenance of another Aurovilian. >,
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