February 1992- Number Thirty-Seven

- AUROVILLE

TODAY

o o
KALLY E LI T ANK
!
%
S
B
=N
=
Maftur s
C]
AUROFOOD = O / Industrial Area
AUROENGINEERING :
@/ ETERNITY
. i ©
et =2 P — !
=5 (\-——-..Qﬁffm'\‘ | Calapet e
; ' Alank;appa.rn 4 : . A g (?:g:g:b Soda Factory) QJ
‘ DISCIPLINE ' } Pondicherry University O/ Ashok Hotel Q
Ll AR FERTILE @ ;
S e Bl i /
ks ,/ ' (Chinna Calapet Q
ANNAPURNA Kottakarai 1) ' O
® \ : \ Engineering College
rumbai |5 Pz \\NURSEFW . TWO BANYANS o
EZ2T | ernrar® - MATRIMANDIR} = e
B2%27 (_®nNIvAs™ : ) =
= .
- Y h b & Y_
1 . R Y Pillaichavadi
A z %
: Koot Road N
> i v AUROVILLECITY AREA 2
,‘,é’ ’ = Maechanical Workshops J &
=N @ UTILITE
J —_— @ E T CERTITUDE Present road and route of proposed South Coastal
: == (A PICHANDIKULAM : el trunk road
- ommayapalayam
/,,._/ P AM @ (d FFIATERNI.?Y LA
ABRI =~ ..~ = Pondicherry State Boundary
Nt 'AUROBRINDAVAN HOP\E/ O kuiilapalayam QO = Village (not all included)
® ASPIRATION @

AURO-ORCHARD
FORECOMERS

Pon
=\

/ Pondicherry Airpoi
f >
(8 “,

N { F
O Jipmer Hospital _«*

Morattandi
Kasipalayam o

“@ HERMITAGE PROMESSE

R
. \‘

/_
oo e

r’

OUSTERILAKE Ind
=== : O Tattanchavadi

Industrial Estate
r 1 {-ﬁ.:J—_—‘

d'&:a;a{e.

Industrial Estate

PONDICHERRY TOWN

Periyamudaliarchavadi s = Lake or tank (some disused)
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= Auroville Community

Chinnamudaliarchavadi Note: There are 24 villages in the imme-

diate proximity of Auroville, with a
total population ef over 35,000. The
present Auroville population is ap-
proximately 730.

This issue of “Auroville Today” focusses upon two
neglected areas of our collective consclousness - the
bioregion of which Auroville Is a part, and Auroville’s goal
to become a self-supporting township. What are we doing
for this region? How far are we dependent upon i for our
daily needs? What part do we wish to play in its develop-
ment? How does our goal of self-sufficiency relate to the
needs of this larger area? Why do we need to develop a
bioregional consciousness? are some of the questions we
attempt to address, as a prologue, hopefully, to wider
community discussion and action. For our bioreglion Is like
our larger body, and our development cannot be sustalned
independentiy of the needs and potentialities of its fragile
ecology -its plants, its wildlife and its people.




.. exhorted the social activists of the 1980’s.

But exactly what is “local”? One answer
is “bioregion”. Definitions vary, but broadly
the term “bioregion™ describes an arca of
land which has a distinct geographical and
ecological identity, based upon such factors
as shared watersheds, aquifers, vegetation,
climate etc. In this sense, Auroville’s imme-
diate bioregion is defined by the sea to the
east, Pondicherry Town 1o the south, Ousteri
Lake to the west and Kaliveli tank to the
north. ==

A region like this — which encompasses
not only villages but also a major town —can
be seen as a microcosm of what is happening
in India, indeed in the world, as a whole.
Typically, for example, Pondicherry town, as
the urban centre, acls as a giant magnet,
attracting people and resources from other
part of the region through offers of employ-
ment, higher wages and a more exciting life-
style. This creates a bioregional imbalance;
good farming land is neglected and the vil-
lages are socially and culturally im-
poverished while Pondicherry Town, like a
huge parasite, grows fat by sucking out the
life blood of the region. It’s a vicious circle.
But it’s also self-defeating; for as the exodus
to the urban centre intensifies, Pondicherry’s
facilities are stretched to breaking-point, and
the problems of pollution, over-population
and water scarcity begin to become insur-
mountable. If nothing happens to change
this, Pondicherry will soon be consumed by
its own “success”, as will much of the

“Think global, act local’...

bioregion upon Wthh it is encroaching with
its factories and exploitative life-style.

Auroville is threatened by this hungry
and voracious animal. Already, we are partly
surrounded by factories, and nearby land is
being bought up by Pondicherry business-
men and speculators. Last year, a chemical
company almost purchased land next to
“Utility”. We are vulnerable. Yet what are
we doing about it? What part is Auroville
playing in the bioregional dynamic? Are we
contributing to the present entropic trend —
which puts profits before care of the environ-
ment — or are we helping to reverse it?

Auroville’s influence in the bioregion is
potentially considerable. We are thc major
employer in many local villages; we are the
biggest landowner; comparatively, we are
rich in material resources and ideas; and we
have the backing of the Central Govemment.
We could be part of the answer to.the im-
poverishment of the region — which had al-
ready been classified as “backward” over 40
years ago — by becoming a role model for
sustainable development, for a way of life
that relates development to the needs and
health of the entire bioregion.

And, in some ways, we’ve begun well.
While Pondicherry, for example, im-
poverishes the land, we have restored it.
While it consumes energy, we've tried to
create it through biomass. We promote “soft”
technologies, the use of renewable energy
and environmentally-friendly building
methods like earth construction. We practise
organic farming, we’re becoming more con-

scious of the need to recycle waste. We've
helped set up cooperatives and schools in the
villages, and provide training for the vil-
lagers in skills ranging from high-tech
electronics to handicrafts. All this has had an
effect. Requests from the villagers for trees
and bunding assistance on their fields ex-
ceeds our capacity to fulfil them. More and
more local farmers are attending organic
farming worksiops. There is an increasing
demand in the region for ferro-cement
products like doors and shelves, which helps
in the conservation of trees.

Yet... after 24 years. the influence of
Auroville upon the region in terms of self-
sustainable, healthy development is poor.
Why? Firstly, we need to acknowledge our

own failure. With our predominantly -

Western life-styles, our motorcycles, our
taste for non-indigenous food, our wasteful-

ness, we are far from being an example of

sustainable living. In many ways, in fact, we
are as dependent upon Pondicherry as the
local villages. Again, our productive units
are not benefitting the bioregion, except by
offering employment. Generally, they im-
portraw materials from elsewhere and export
the finished products to the cities or the West.
Even in terms of education — a potent force
for change — we are not particularly success-
ful. The majority of Auroville workers still
receive no general education from Auroville,
and acquire only basic skills. Instead of en-
couraging their individual development, we
are perpetuating the master-employee
relationship. Moreover, rather than en-

_Auroville and the bioregion:
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couraging and creating values appropriate to
our ideals in our contact with the villagers,
we tend to passively reflect those values
which already predominate. For example, we
continue to pay land workers much less than
masons, and women much less than men.
Other factors are not so much under our
conirol. Pondicherry remains such a magnet
that often, for the brightest villagers, we
serve merely as a stepping-stone, providing
them with skills which they can sell at a
higher price down the road. And there are

=still-too-few, Aurovilians around to take up

our bioregional responsibilities avith the

energy required.

Nevertheless, if self-sufficiency remains

_one of our aims, we should be/clear that it
“cannot be achieved independently from, or at

the expense of the bioregion. If Auroville is
to become more than a privileged bubble in
a desert of deprivation, if we are not to be-
come another Pondicherry, we have to learn
to think and to act bioregionally, to examine
our present life-styles and planned develop-
ment in the context of’ the larger area. To
identify and become sensitive to its needs, its
resources, its failures and strengths. To keep
asking, as we buy our comflakes, hire a new
worker or design another building, “What
will this do for the bioregion?”

As for sustainable development... even
Pondicherry has a plan now. But where is
ours?

Alan

are we part of the solution or part of the problem’

Two Aurovilians who are particularly

concerned with the impact of
Auroville on the bioregion are Ed, who
helps coordinate afforestation and
landwork activities, and Ardhendu, who
coordinates “Village Action”. Auroville
Today spoke to them recently:

AVT: What impact has Auroville had
upon the surrounding area?

Ed: Auroville has provided employment
to the surrounding villages for many years.
As our construction programme accelerates,
the employment opportunities also increase.
Financially, this is our main contribution to
the area.

Ardhendu: But not everybody in the
area profits equally from the employment
opportunities. Primarily, we’ve offered jobs
in the physical labour sector, and this may
mean that the poorest villagers have
benefitted most. Auroville has also helped
create and support a class of entrepreneurs,
like lorry contractors and wood merchants.
But we have not really created jobs that
would benefit all levels of village society,
like, for example, the larger landowners.

Ed: In areas like afforestation and
landwork, our influence has not been very
profound upon mény villagers. Today, more
are replicating what we are doing in Auro-
ville by bunding their fields and planting
certain species of trees, but still we are only
scratching the surface. For example, the vil-
lagers are still engaged in widespread use of
pesticides.

AVT: How far is Auroville trying to in-
still new values through offering employ-
ment, education etc.?

Ed: We are consciously trying to change
values in certain areas, like trying to instill
awareness of the environment — of the need
to conserve soil and water.

Ardhendu: In the early days of Village

years, we were respected more, because we
lived simply and seemed to be searching for
something. Now we are seen more as
managers than as co-workers.

Ed: It’s not easy to change existing

I we don’t act intelligently now, we will be
forced to change by disaster.

Action work, the values we encouraged were
cooperation and collective action. We didn’t
pay enough attention to the quality of the
activity itself. Now we insist that any new
initiative in the village should be of a certain
quality and benefit. This has had an effect.
For example, 8 out of 10 loans given to begin
small businesses today result in viable
enterprises. Again, teachers in our village
schools now have to attend regular trainings,
and we agree with them upon certain mini-
mum goals. Now we ask the parents to con-
tribute a nominal sum for the schooling. If
they are not satisfied with the school, they
don’t pay — and this gives us very direct
feedback about how they value the different
schools. In land work, we also require the
villagers to take more responsibility. We’ll
provide the tree, if they provide the pit and
the compost.

In certain areas, however, we haven’t
been able to change values. For example, we
haven’t been able to stop wife-beating in the
villages, partly because they don’t relate to
our behavioural codes. Actually, in the early

values. You’re pitted against a huge system.
One year, for example, I gave the women
who worked with me a bigger pay increase
than the men. The men went on strike! In the
end, I had to promise the men a bigger raise
next time if they earned it — but it took weeks
to work it all out. In order to manifest
Auroville, we have to find appropriate ways
of doing things — ways that fit here and that
are not detrimental. It’s not a matter of com-
promise, but of finding the most effective
solutions given the value system that already
exists.

AVT: How far has Auroville merely
reinforced traditional value systems rather
than changing them? Haven’'t we benefitted
from some of them, like low wages for
women?

Ardhendu: Yes. By accepting the tradi-
tional situation in things like this, we benefit
from it.

Another example — probably half of our
work force are contract labour. We are
providing employment. Butone of the results

of contract labour is that there’s no security
for the employee, and there’s no need for the
employer to invest in developing human
potential,

Ed: But we should ‘beware of generalis-
ing, and of missing the point: what, more than
anything else, we are trying to bring into our
daily lives in Auroville is quality. And it’s
this concern with quality which sometimes
rubs off on others. When I was building my
house, for example, I had a long talk one
evening with one of the masons. I showed
him small details I wanted improved, and
told him that what most interested me wasthe
quality of the work, a certain perfection in
matter. He understood, our relationship was
totally changed, and afterwards his work was
always of the highest quality. In the same
way, many of those villagers who have
worked for a long time with Aurovilians are
touched by what we are trying to live here,
and have benefitted in less visible ways. In
India, there will always be hungry mouths to
feed. We cannot solve this, but we can see
what we can do to make a difference in other
ways. And we can make our relation with
those we have contact with as real as pos-
sible, to base it on friendship and trust.

Ardhendu: One of the reasons why we
have changed the value system so little in the
area is that we are not consistent. We try to
educate the villagers about the environment,
but we water our gardens and lawns with
good drinking water. We complain about
pollution and don’t want a cement factory in
Auroville, but we are happy to build our
houses with cement.

We complain about Pondicherry draining
the bestbrains from the villages, but, in twen-

ty years, we've done little to create interest-
continued on next page
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continued from previous page
ing, alternative employment in the villages.

AVT: How can Auroville change this
situation?

Ed: Education is the key. People’s values
are changed by raising their consciousness
about certain situations and problems. The
problem is that Aurovilians, while being
slightly more conscious in some areas than
other people, are also very ignorant about
many things. For example, some Aurovilians
have lived here for years, but they’ve never
entered a village. So there’s a lack of educa-
tion and awareness on both sides.

Another thing to remember is that we still
have far too few Aurovilians to do all the
work, so we have to make choices about how
to use our energies best.

Ardhendu: We have to be more consis-
tent, to base our actions more upon ourideals.
We can’t change everything overnight, but
the attitude is what is important. If every time
we do something wrong, we remind oursel-
ves that it is wrong, then we will try to find
an alternative.

Practically, we have to reduce our de-
pendence on contract labour, and encourage
collective and communal enterprises that
provide greater security and job satisfaction.
Again, we need to analyse the price of each
Auroville product — what percentage is
material, what percentage profit, what per-
centage overnead etc. —and to evaluate anew
how much should be retumed to the person
whois producing it. We must learn to see that
it’s in our interest, and crucial for our sus-
tainable future, that we develop bioregional
links. For if the economy of the West collap-
ses, we'll be in the same situation as our
immediate neighbours. So we should be as-
sisting in the setting up of small industries in

- the neighbouring villages — like a ground-nut

processing plant —in order that all the money
and energy doesn’t disappear to Pondicherry
or Madras. Similarly, if Auroville was
making things useful for the villagers, at
prices they could afford, we would be build-
ing amore sustainable economy in the imme-
diate region, as Auroville and the villages
would be exchanging resources between
them and benefitting each other, In the same
way, if we are more conscious about what we
consume, and choose those things that can be
grown or produced in our region, we make it
more attractive for the farmers to stay on the
land, and for village enterprises to flourish.
Above all, it’s to do with changing con-
sciousness. And for this it’s important that

- the local people see we are trying to improve

the region, because then they will be on our
side. If we don’t, why should they bother to
help us? In fact, one day they may turn
against us...

AVT: Wouldn’t all these changes cause
a lot of disruption in our life-style?

Ardhendu: If we look at it in the short-
term, these changes will cause a lot of disrup-
tion. But if we don’t actintelligently now, we
will be forced to change by disaster. As to
sustainablity — we need to discriminate be-
tween what in our present life-style is sus-
tainable, and what is non-sustainable. One
way of finding out would be to imagine what
would happen if, for one week, no Aurovilian
would leave Auroville, and nobody from out-
side would come in.

The real question is whether we want to
be a consumer or a conserver society, to
create liabilities or to add to the capital of the
region. And what values we really wish to
promote in our everyday life. Because it is
upon how we live that the local people will
judge us.

Interview by Alan.

Sustainable Development for Pondicherry

An interview with His Excellency Dr. Har Swarup Singh, Lieutenant-Governor of Pondicherry

Auroville Today: You have written a
paper entitled The Sustainable Develop-
ment of Pondicherry. What is your per-
sonal interest in sustainable development?

Dr. Har Swarup Singh: Some years ago,
when I was doing my Ph.D. in agricultural
economics at North Carolina State Univer-
sity in the U.S., I read a book about the
desecration of the Earth. It was called Our
Plundered Planet. But what was said in the
book did not register fully until I returned to
India four years ago, after working for two
decades with an international agency. For
then, in my role as Vice-Chancellor of
Haryana Agricultural University, I travelled
around the country and saw catastrophic soil
erosion, pollution and chemical poisoning of
every kind. It led me to write papers and lead
seminars on the topic, and to pursue the goals
of ensuring a safe environment when I was a
member of the Planning Commission be-
tween 1989-90. When I took up this present
job, in December 1990, I immediately
wanted to see what could be done about
planning for sustainable development in
Pondicherry State.

Whatare your main proposals, and what
is happening at present?

‘We wish to create amodel in Pondicherry
for sustainable development ifi“India and,
perhaps, the rest of the world. The work has
already begun. For example, in collaboration
with the M.S. Swaminathan Foundation, we
have initiated two bio-village projects in the
State as laboratories for sustainable develop-
ment. We have several bio-technology
projects running, involving bio-fertilizers
and pest management, and we are also work-
ing with the Planning Commission on an
agro-climatic regional planning project,
which will enable us to make the best use of
available land, water and other resources.
Thus, in waler-deficient regions, we will
plant crops that require less irrigation. We
will also try to ensure that good agricultural
land is not used for buildings, industrial sites,
etc. I am very firm in not granting licenses
for projects that will harm the environment.
I will willingly forego revenues if, for ex-
ample, our water table is threatened, because
the long-term health of the environment is
much more important than earning extra
money now. Again, in the field of tourism, I
do not want Pondicherry to become another
travel destination for drug-addicts and AIDS
carriers. I favour beach cottages rather than
high-rise hotel developments, and I want to
protect Pondicherry’s rich heritage; the
preservation of the character of the French
section of the town is an important goal.

You’ve made two visits to Auroville. Do
you sense how Auroville can help you in
achieving sustainable development for
Pondicherry?

Yes, in two ways. First, through sharing
your afforestation expertise with us, and
second, through your rescarch at CSR into
low-cost housing. This is crucial. After all,
why do we need to use fired bricks which
waste so much energy when we can use
stabilized earth blocks in many cases? We
waste so much energy in India—sometimes
because our house designs are purely
Western and inappropriate for Indian condi-
tions. In the field of appropriate building
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The Pondicherry Governor (right) and Dr. Swaminathan at the Auroville PCED

Meeting (see overleaf)

technology your work can be very valuable.

In some respects, the Auroville experi-
ment feels fragile. We feel threatened by the
rapid industrialization of Pondicherry,
which may lead, for example, to pollution,
water shortages and land speculation. Dr.
Karan Singh recently asked if Auroville
could be made a protected area to make us
less vulnerable. What do you think about

this idea?

This can be done through careful zoning
and sound land use policies. We can plan
where our industries will be located, and
ensure that we do not put something on your
border that creates pollution. We certainly
want to be good neighbours.

But we already have one or two such
industries on our borders...

We can do two things. One is to ensure
that this does not happen in future, because
now we are definitely locating Pondicherry
industries much more consciously. The
second thing is to try to clean up what is
already there. However, while some units at
present are in the wrong place, these cannot
be relocated because the cost would be too
great.

If your plan is to succeed, it will have to
work at grassroots level. How do you
change the attitude towards the environ-
ment of the ordinary man in the street?

Of course, long-term plans have no
meaning for the man in the street. They need
fuel now, so they cut down trees. We must
address their present needs and provide them
with alternatives if we do not want them to
harm the environment. Again, if I were ex-
plaining the problem to them, I would make
it concrete. I would say, “Look, five people
died in this factory because of carelessness
in control of toxic substances™. This is much
more real to them than theories. It is also to
do with values. I grew up on a farm, and I still
feel the old values of my childhood are the
best. Values taken from our old scriptures
and mythologics like worshipping Mother
Earth, nature and having respect for animals.
Our traditional philosophy of life in India
amounts toa sustainable way of life. We have

forgotten it, but since it is in our heritage, it
shouldn’t be difficult to motivate people to
follow this path again.

Your plan for sustainable development
requires action on a bio-regional level. In
other words, it requires working with the
Tamil Nadu government and Auroville if it
is to succeed. How do you see this happen-
ing?

It is very important that we work
together. If we try something in Pondicherry,
and if Tamil Nadu and Auroville do not move
in the same direction, it will not work. Since
I"ve taken up office, relations with the Tamil
Nadu government have been very cordial,
and we already have one or two forums in
which members of Auroville and individuals
from Tamil Nadu have participated. In the
future, I would like to formalise these arran-
gements much more, to have people from
Auroville and Tamil Nadu working with us
on matters of common concern. ‘

How optimistic are you about reversing
the recent trend of chaotic growth at the
expense of the environment in Pondicher-

ry?

Pondicherry has been, relatively speak-
ing, in an economic boom, but with an annual
population growth rate of 6% and the conse-
quent pressure upon the environment, we
will not be making fast economic advances
for long. However, if we can begin going in
the right direction now, and lay down rational
principles that will guide development for
the next 15-20 years, I think something
worthwhile will result.

And what about possible new develop-
ments, like a free port for Pondicherry. How
would this fit in with sustainable develop-
ment?

If we are chosen to have a free port in
Pondicherry, I would like it to be environ-
ment-friendly. In other words, no refineries
or polluting industries, but industries like
electronics, services and off-shore banking.
However, if a free port meant ruining the
environment, I would not have it. It would
have to be in harmony with sustainable
development.

Interview by Alan, Ed and Yanne
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WCED Tokyo 87

(World Commission on Environment and Development)

In 1983, the Seccretary-General of the United Nations asked Mrs Gro Harlem
Brundtland—the only politician in the world to proceed from the post of Environment
Minister to that of Prime Minister—to put together an independent commission to
suggest ways which would allow the planet’s rapidly growing population to meect its
basic nceds. A serics of public meetings were held around the world, culminating in a
mceting in Tokyo in 1987. At this meeting the Commission presented their report—
Our Common Future—a guide to global survival, with sustainable development as its

PCED New Delhi 90

(People’ s Commission on Environment and Development)

The PCED was launched in September 1990 during the ECO 92 Public Forum at
New Delhi, which was chaired by Mrs Gro Harlem Brundtland. The PCED is intended
to stimulate debate, at all Ievels, on the environment in India, and to prepare proposals
to be presented to the Earth Summit in Brazil in June, 1992, The Chairman is Dr Karan
Singh, and the Secretary General is the well-known Indian environmentalist, Dr Ashok
Khosla.

core concept.

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising

Suslainable development, as it is definied in Qur Common Future, is

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

Time is running out

We are only beginning (o understand and
identify the many individual threats to our
environment and, thercby, to our survival.
We know now that the future of our eco-sys-
tem, and ultimately our children’s lives, are
inextricably linked to human and economic
development on every level.

The time frame within which we can
ensure survival is short.

We are losing ground

We have already lost millions of hectares
of arable land and every year the world con-
tinues to lose 6 million hectares of farmland
to the advancing deserts (that is twice the size
of Albania, or three times that of Isracl). We
are creating deserts bigger than Austria or
Belgium every 18 months.

Many animal and plant species are on
their way to extinction. We are killing them.
Even among the living, tens of millions of
children and adults, their minds and bodies
stunted by malnutrition in infancy, have been
permanently robbed of the possibility of ever
becoming full members of society. One child
becomes blind every 60 seconds. And
meanwhile mankind wastes its time on wars
and conflicts belonging to another age in-
stead of fighting for its survival.

The earth is ONE

One threat overrides all others—the pos-
sibility that those with the power to do some-
thing in the global village may fail to act
together. “The earth is one, but the world is
not”, the Brundtland Commission warns.

s
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We have made a beginning

It is possible to work out a new strategy,
1o sct global goals and to work together to
attain them.

‘We have made progress and all is not lost,

= We alrcady have stopped using
phosphate-based detergents;

wr Fish have rcappeared in the Thames;

w The global infant mortality rate has

__beenreduced 50% in thirty years;

= (Global life expectancy has in-
creased from 46 to 61 years.

= Today, 44% of familics in the
Third World have access to drink-
ing water, the lack of which is one
of the major causes of dysentery
and debility in the Third World;

& 95% of children begin school;

w Four out of ten children are im-
munized against disease;

Our worst enemies

But, though there are reasons for hope, it
is:too early to rejoice. The equally devastat-
ing time-bombs of growing poverty and the
narrow-visioned pursuit of short-term
prosperity at any cost are still with us, and
their fuses are not very long. We nced (o
awaken public opinion which will translate
into pressure on politicians of every country.

We can already identify our worst
enemies:

The first is insufficicnt development—
call it poverty. The second is mindless
development—call it pollution. Both are
economically untenable and unsustainable,
and both are fatal in environmental and
human terms.

In addition there is overpopulation, for
which there is no magic formula—

“the world can sustain billions of human
beings, but cannot sustain one more billion
ignorant people”. (Commander Cousteaud)

Education remains one of the greatest

¥ challenges of the-21st century.

The previous texts are extracts from:
Tribute... t¢ Our Common Future, a sum-

TF===E mary of the Brundtland report, prepared by

e

X

the World Media Institute Inc.

port of numerous institutions

and individuals who have as
common goals the environment,
development, women’s and youth
problems, work, peace and human rights,
The PCED is a forum for the non-
governmental organizations (NGQO’s)
and offers a meeting place to all citizens
concerned with ecology and socio-
economic development. It has done this
by organizing other conferences, scmi-
nars, symposia etc., to share ideas, sug-
gestions and experiences with
individuals as well as private organiza-

Thc PCED has received the sup-

tions; by stimulating citizens to take ac-
tion to solve environmental problems in
their own community; to develop educa-
tional and communicative means to make
citizens more aware of socio-cultural and
ecological problems; by preparing writ-
ten and audio-visual material in support
of the environment, in order to diffuse it
through the media, the national education
system and other institutions in the
countrv; and by undertaking actions to
make the population aware of the condi-
tions for human survival—birth control,
reduction of poverty, literacy, respect for
the quality of the environment.

-

with current environmental issucs.

.

PCED Auroville 1991

One of the PCED meetings in India took place in Auroville, in the presence
of his Excellency Dr. Har Swarup Singh, Governor of Pondicherry; of Dr. Karan
Singh, President of the PCED in India and Chairman of the Governing Board of
the Auroville Foundation; of eminent scientists; and of Aurovilians concerned

‘\

J

Ed helped organize the PCED meeting in
Auroville. Auroville Today asked him about
the structure of the meeting and some of the
important issues that were raised.

“Tt has to start with the individual®

“We wanted the theme of the PCED
meeting in Auroville to be the need for an
inner change for sustainable development.
We organized the meeting to explore this
issue on three different levels. Firstly, we
looked at the personal level. Dr.
Swaminathan gave a presentation on sus-
tainable agriculture, on how the individual
affects the environment and the environment
affects the individual. He showed how the
typical small farmer is now living on his land
in a way that differs from the traditional
pattern, since he has switched from growing
basic food to growing cash crops.

“Secondly, we looked at sustainable
development at the level of community, of
groupings of villages, through Jean Pouyet’s
presentation on watershed management.
Here the question is how to get pcople to
work together on a larger scale to preserve
the health of watersheds and larger areas.

“The final level was the regional level,
and in this context Dr. Meher-Homji gave a
talk on regional bio-vulnerability and sen-
sitivity, which may involve changes in the
climate and the socio-economic situation of
people living in a region. At this level, one

issue that was addressed was that of govern-
ment policies and legislation; the kind of
legislation needed to tackle regional and, ul-
timately, global issues.

“I feel the key question is how the in-
dividual relates to these different levels.
What can the individual do 1o make a dif-
ference? What is clear is that effective action
has to start at the individual level, because no
matter what laws are passed, if we don’t want
to change as individuals, nothing will
change. And change means, for example,
looking at what we eat and what repercus-
sions this has upon the environment.

“In Auroville, despite the fact that we’ve
planted so many trees, we are still far from
being an example of a totally sustainable
society. As individuals, we should see that
our lifestyles are disconnecting us from na-
ture. We speed round on our motorcycles, for
example, and no longer see the trees or smell
the flowers. As a community, our plans for
the city of the future need a lot of scrutiny if
we are not to make drastic environmental
mistakes. In fact, I'd say that in Auroville at
present we are only at the meagre beginnings
of doing something different.

“And this is where having the PCED
meeting here may have helped. Because
people came who wouldn’t normally be in-
terested in the environment, and it gave a
chance for concerned people to air their feel-
ings. It’s a good first step. Finally, sus-
tainable development all boils down to
motivating people in the right way.”

AUROVILLE TODAY
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Dr.Ramaujam, Associate of
the Puducherry Iyarkkai

Kazhagam:

“My’ point concerns the progressive
decline of the land area for agriculture. There
is an increasing tendency for conversion of
agricultural land to housing purposes, for
residential colonies. Whereas this problem
has been experienced in all parts of the world,
in the Union Territory of Pondicherry, which
is very small, this problem is very acute. And
at this rate of urbanization in another 10 to
15 years we may not have any land leit for
agriculture, and agriculture may cease to be
a profession here.”

Navroz Mody, Palani Hills

Conservation Council:

“I think it is a mistake for us to expect that
people who have been beaten back so badly,
when every single inch and ounce of resour-
ces from which they have made their living
for hundreds of years have been removed
from them in the last 40 years, to expect these
people to have any spirit left is very difficuit.
If we are posing alternatives for a better
future, that future has to have an interest
directly related to their way of life and to their
systems of living now. To do the kind of
work that we are talking about takes invest-
ment. The GOI is not willing to make this
investment. We are talking about an invest-
ment in 80% of the population of this country
which is so degraded that now we cannot
expect any wonders and magic from them.
Only 4% of all farmers in this country grow

N

Extracts from the proceedings of the PCED in Auroville

sugarcane. That 4% of the farmers is respon-
sible for 25% worth of all agricultural
produce in this country. It also monopolizes
the water.

“Now the investments that are going into
rural areas are going to the big landowners of
India. They are going to 10% of the entire
population which holds the best land at the
bottom of the watershed. There is no invest-
ment going into the other 90% of the country,
and there hasn’t been any during the past 40
years. The investment of 50,000 crores that
went into rural India since Independence, in
irrigation, has gone to that 10%. The invest-
ment of another 50,000 (crores) for subsidies
for food and fertilizers has again gone to that
10%. So, when we are talking about this 80%
or 90% that we have to activate, we have to
remember that their actions must yield and

bear results, and yet we are not willing to

invest anything in them.

“This meeling was called Lo try and come
up with suggestions from all over the world
about the state of this planet’s health. This
planet’s health is tied in with its poor. In the
morning someone pointed to Agenda 21 —the
first two points were taken from Mrs.
Gandhi’s speech in Geneva in 1972, which
stressed that the first thing we have to deal
with are the poor. There is nobody willing to
make an investment, either nationally or in-
ternationally in this gamut of poverty and
deprivation that we are talking about. That is
going to have a multiple effect as it does on
the economies of the Third World as a whole.
We are going to become, through the IMF
and the World Bank, even more deprived and
poverty bound. What we have had over the
last 40 years is not development but the
planned underdevelopment of 80% of the
population of the Third World.”

with the resources of the planet.

-

UNCED Rio de Janeiro 92 w

(United Nations Conference on Environment and Development)

This conference, also called The Earth Summit, will be a unique event in many
respects. It will be the first time in history that all the governments of the world have
gathered to find a common basis for action on issucs of universal concern to all
humanity. It will provide an opportunity, to governments, international organizations
and all non-govemmental organizations, to define a new way of living in harmony

It is hoped that the conference will
agree upon inter-governmental con-
ventions on issues like climate change,
bio-diversity and forestry. It also hoped
to draw up an “Earth Charter” to guide
mankind in developing in a manner that
will ensure its common future, in both
environmental and developmental tcrms.

Sriram Panchu:

“And finally, of course, as a last resort we
have the couris. But again, courts can be used
by lawyers if they have the benefit of techni-
cal assistance from members of the com-
munity. And courts, like everything clse,
respond to public opinion. The groundswell
of all these efforts is public opinion. The
more we get energized and talk about things
that are going wrong and protest about them,
and make it clear that we are not going to
allow things to continue like this, that is when
one is taken scriously. Becausce there are
issues of the air, there is pollution from fac-
tories, pollution from trucks and a Pollution

Control Board which I don’t know whatkind

of air they breathe! There are issues of pollu-
tion in water ways, the dumping of hazardous
wasles in water, the mixing up of drinking
water lines and scwage lines. I don’t know
about Auroville, you are probably safe from
noise pollution except for the loudspeakers
at seminars. But come and live in Madras and
you will see what noise pollution is like.
There are civic issues which I think are en-
vironmental issues. If you don’t clear gar-
bage, it is an environmental issue. So, too,
planning and zoning. One good thing about
being part of NGO in India is that you have
no shortage of issues. You don’t have to look
for them, they are just there.”

Dr. Seshadri:

“Now, this is a problem. I work with
fishermen and I know that the young fisher-
men are not being taught anymore to fish. I
know that the young farmers are not being
taught to farm. We put them in a high-school,
make them unfit for anything, bring them

In addition, it is intended to draw
up “Agenda 217, a programme of ac-
tion for the implementation of the
principles expressed in the "Earth
Charter™. In other words, an cnumcra-
tion of what governments must do to
bring us into the 21st century on a
sustainable path.

£

back to the farm and say, “Now, go (o work
on the farm”.

“Qur fishecrmen go out in their
catamarans and they don’t know how to
navigate looking at St.Thomas Mount
anymore. You know, a good fisherman can
navigate by the scat of his pants depending
on which way the wave hits him. He sees
Cassciopea over the horizon and then he
knows where Madras is with reference to
Villupuram, Cuddalore or any other place.
Today they have lost that sense. The.old
fishermen used to tell me stories about which
star they were iooking at. Today, none of
them are taught anything. So, where is our
cducational system going? It is neither
numeric nor literate, nor useful, nor modern.
So what do we do with it? Well, junk it! Be
brave.”

Professor Narayanan:

“If you go to Kanpur, you will find a huge
board which says, ‘Bathing in the Ganges is
at your own risk’. If people bathe in the
Ganges, hoping that their sins, their spiritual
sins will be removed, they will come back
with physical sins from upriver. The Ganga
is not 1o be blamed, the only tragedy is that
the pollution cannol go back to Shivaji for
correction. It goes farther down.”

s .;-
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AUROVILLE FARMING: A
DOWNHILL BUSINESS

Auroville’s self-sufficiency: a dream....?

‘Farming in Auroville’ is a topic which is
definitely not in the forefront of the con-
sciousness of the average Aurovilian. More
accurately, it is not even in the back of that
consciousness. Auroville’s newly published
Information Directory (A.1.D.) demonstrates
the lack of interest. Its list of community
profiles shows the low popularity rating of
farms: only 5 are mentioned, against for ex-
ample 30 greenwork communities.

The list is, however, not correct.
Auroville has at least 12 farms. They have in
common that they are not self-supporting, or
only marginally so. Charlie, who manages
Aurogreen, explains one of the reasons: the
food patterns of Aurovilians. They prefer
European types of vegetables that can only
be grown between November and February.
During the remaining months only the local
vegelables—such as lady’s fingers (okra),
local types of beans, gourds and squashes,
and some kinds of spinach—can be cul-
tivated, but Aurovilians eat only little of
these. Neither do they eat the locai grain
crops, such as ragi or kambu or sorghum. The
vegelables desired are purchased—mostly
through Auroville’s food distribution ser-
vice, Pour Tous—from nearby Pondicherry,
where they are brought in by truck from
Bangalore and other places with cooler
climates. The bread is made from wheat
flour, but the wheat also comes from colder
regions, or is imported from other countries.

The picture is different if we look at

published even in Cuddalore, Villupuram
and Tindivanam, but nobody even came to
enquire!

As far as dairy and poultry products go,
Auroville is also not self supporting, al-
though the farms provide a large share of the
community s nceds. In poultry products they
provide too little, and Pour Tous has o sell
eggs purchased from Pondicherry as well.
The milk production, however, suffers from
local competition as the milk from the vil-
lages is about 1 to 2 Rs per litre cheaper, and
can be home-delivered by the Aurovilian’s
amma or worker. An cstimated 20% of
Auroville’s milk requircment now comes
from the villages around Auroville, With the
competition increasing and cold storage
being unavailable—a centralized dairy in-
dustry remans a distant dream— some dairy
farmers have reduced their livestock. Char-
lie, once the foremost producers of milk and
cheese in Auroville, has started to sell off
some of the cows for lack of demand. “I can
take it alittle bit more cool now”, he explains,
but adds that only now is his farm able to
produce its own green cowfodder, and that
he no longer needs to buy that from outside
Auroville.

The food preferences of Aurovilians and
the local competition are the reason why
Auroville farmers have to cope with market-
ing problems. Gérard supplies part of his
produce toPour Tous, but is forced to scll the

rest in Pondicherry whenever there is not

Auroville’s fruit”production. Auroville is
fairly self-sufficient in this area. All fruits
produced are consumed in Auroville, save
during the mango season, when the mango
surplus is sold in the Pondicherry market.
Mechtild, who manages Service Farm, a fruit
orchard, has no problem finding a market for
her guavas, papayas, lemons and coconuts.
She stresses another problem of the
Auroville farms: more Aurovilians are
needed to run the farms, but the income from
the farms is too small to justify the full-time
presence of other Aurovilians. Gérard, who
manages Aurorchard, says that he would
have to close down his farm if he had to pay
‘extra minimum maintenance for
Aurovilians.

sufficient demand from Pour Tous. ‘When-
ever’ tends to be (too) often—also due to the
fact that many Aurovilians are absent during
the summer months. Igor from Udayan has
given up supplying Pour Tous, and supplies
only his shop in Pondicherry. Other farmers
have started to develop their own clientele
within Auroville. Thomas and Dietra in
Gratitude, for example, provide about 40
Aurovilians living in the neighbouring com-
munities of Certitude and Samasti with
vegetables, milk, and cheese. They do not
believe in ‘big farming’ for vegetables be-
cause, says Thomas, “ you have to put in so
much work, care and love to be sufficient,
you cannot leave it to your workers”, Dietra
sees intensive small-scale gardening—many

Principal farms in Auroville:

Annapurna, Anasuya, Aurogreen, Aurorchard, Discipline, Gratitude,
Kottakarai, La Ferme, New Farm, Revelation, Service Farm, Udayan.

Main products:

dairy fodder.

and fruit gardens.

Fruits, vegetables, eggs, milk, cheese, local grains, peanuts, rice, millet and

Many other communities keep some cows and chickens or have their own vegetable

The problem is, however, not solved by
hiring local workers. All the farmers com-
plain that, as they cannot pay first class
salaries, they cannot hire first class people
either. Consumers expect food to be cheap,
and this means that the pay scales of the
farmers and their workers are at a bottom
low. As farm work does not pay well, those
who have more drive and intelligence be-
come masons, painters or drivers. The result-
ing labour quality is obvious. Gérard tried to
hire a supervisor for his farm and put an
advertisement in a local newspaper that was

small vegetable gardens inside the city
area—as a feasible solution for Auroville’s
self-sufficiency in this area. And she adds
that small pockets of wildlife land inside the
city area will contribute immensely to keep-
ing the earth healthy, and providing the small
bioregion necessary for a successful
vegetable garden.

Otto from Pour Tous explains that only a
marginal 5% of his monthly turnover—be-
tween Rs 400,000 to Rs 450,000 (US $
16,000 to US $ 18,000), depending on the
season—is supplied by the Auroville farms,

mainly in the form of fruits and vegetables.
But he cannot purchase everything the
farmers have to offer, partly because often
their produce is not as good looking as that
which is purchased from Pondicherry, and
partly because their produce is costly. In
addition, there is not enough demand and
Pour Tous lacks sufficient cold storage

sorghum and wheat flour. However, the in-
digenously grown ragi and sorghum are more
expensive than the (subsidized) wheat flour,
and the addition of wheat flour to the ragi and
sorghum breads remains necessary due to
their low gluten contents.

A more difficult step could be to change
Auroville’s farms from independent

in work, kind or money.

“No rules or laws are being framed.

responsible for feeding everyone.”

Mere, VIII, 450-456

“Auroville will be a self supporting township.

“All who live there will participate in its life and development,.

“This participation may be passive or active.

“There will be no taxes as such but each will contribute to the collective welfare

“Sections like industries which participate actively will contribute part of their
income towards the development of the township.

“Qr if they produce something (like foodstuffs) useful for the citizens, they will
contribute in kind to the township, which is responsible for feeding its citizens.

“Things will get formulated as the underlying truth of the township emerges and
takes shape progressively. We do not anticipate.”

“J yse food as an example: those who produce food will give what they produce
to the town (in proportion to what they produce of course) and the town is

The Mother in a conversation with Satprem on December 30th, 1967, Agenda de

facilities and has only a very small food
processing unit. In order to reduce waste,
some of the produce is given free to the
Bharat Nivas kitchen which prepares food
for all the schools and for a number of in-
dividuals. As Auroville still lacks large com-
munity kitchens, however, food still goes
waste.

Though the population of Auroville has
increased, farming in Auroville has declined
during the past 10 years, says Gérard. Lack
of community policy, an ‘administration’
that believes that farms should be self-sup-
porting, lack of professionalism, lack of
coordination between farms, forced selling
to clients outside Auroville, no proper return
on investments, labour problems, economic
hardships and increasing competition are
some of the reasons why many have given
up. Those who stick with it are caught in a
downward spiral: decreasing income means
a need to increase private investment. Lack-
ing this, or the willingness to invest more
private money, less and less development
will take place. A bleak picture indeed, and
if Aurovilians are not willing to change,
Auroville’s attempt to become a self-sup-
porting township will remain what it is today:
a beautiful dream.

But we can change, if we want o, It will,
however, require a radical revolution in our
way of thinking: A relatively easy beginning
is to educate ourselves: to remind ourselves
once again that the good-looking Pondicher-
ry food is usually treated with pesticides and
chemicals, and that there is nothing wrong
with a few dark spots on the Auroville grown
food. A further step would be not to sell
Pondicherry food in Auroville, if there is
enough similar Auroville-grown food avail-
able. Attempts could also be made to
familiarize Aurovilians with the methods of
preparing local vegetables and grains,. for
example, by the introduction of an Auroville
Home-Grown Cookbook. For who, among
the western Aurovilians, knows what to do
with a kilo of ragi?

As part of the policy “Be Aurovilian, Buy
Aurovilian, Eat Aurovilian Food”, the
Auroville Bakery might engage itself in
some more active marketing to introduce
bread produced with locally grown grains. At
present experiments are carried out with sor-
ghum and ragi: about 50 sorghum and 50 ragi
breads a week are consumed in Auroville as
well as pumpernickel, a bread made of ragi,

economic units into Auroville services with
their own budgets. This might imply that
Auroville’s food production units would be
sponsored by the Auroville community. That
would, however, meet with opposition from
those who consider that sponsoring farms.has
proven to be disastrous elsewhere in the
workl, and that the experiment should not be
repeated in Auroville,

Any step forward, whichever way it goes,
will require research into the best agricultural
land use and a study of the food requiremenis
of Aurovitle’s population. On the basis of
this research, what food can best be grown
by each of Auroville’s farms could be deter-
mined , as well as what agricultural areas
could be made available for further agricul-
tural research. This step, however, will only
become possible when a sufficient income
can be guaranteed to the farms, based on their
budgets and against an agreed land use. The
risk of ‘Acts of God’ and the resultant crop
failure will, in this case, come to rest fully on
the community. But the benefits too, one of
which would be to grow into, and ultimately
achieve Mother’s vision of a self-supporting
township.

Turning Auroville’s farmas into services
may imply that more Auroville land will be
used for farming, as well as the over-produc-
tion of some food items that cannot be used
in Auroville. At present such over-produc-
tion is the individual farmer’s concern. If the
farms become services, then this over-
production will have to become acollective’s
concern: Auroville will have to market the
producis as they are, or to set up larger com-
mercial food processing units in order to
process the produce into other types of con-
sumables.

This may be of benefit not only to
Auroville, but the surrounding villages as
well, as Auroville will be able to sell a large
part of its over-production to the local
population, and probably at cheaper rates
than those in Pondicherry. For a population
that spends about 60% to 70% of its income
on food, such a possibility would be very
beneficial,

“Auroville will be a self supporting
township” , Mother said in 1967. In the 24
years of Auroville’s existence we have still
not been able to materialize this on the most
obvious level, that of our food production. It
has to change. It is time to begin.

Carel
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BRIEF NEWS

GROUP PROGRAMMES

A group of four Aurovilians conducted
two “Introduction to Auroyille” programmes
‘during the month of December, In the first
one, a group of young American students
arrived from Delhi and were given tours of
different places in Auroville and introduc-
‘tory sessions for a week. Having travelled
around the world visiting spiritual com-
munities, they are here for two months.

Immediately after, a second group of
people, this time led by members of the
Findhorn community in Scotland, was given
two weeks of tours and introductions. It was
an intense and interesting time for the
Aurovilians -involved, and the ‘experiment
(the second involving a Findhorn group)
proved encouraging and stimulating for the
people in the groups as well as for the many
Aurovilians who came into contact with
them. :

"/ NEW CREATION CAFETERIA

On December 28th, all Aurovilians were
invited for an evening meal at the newly
opened Cafeteria at the New Creation board-
ing school. The cafeteria is part of a bigger
newly-constructed complex containing
children’s rooms and office, and it looks
promising, However, there is no.regular
catering as yet, except for the New Creation
children, because the Cafeteria is waiting for
a good cook to take up the challenge. We are
filled with expectation...

MORE SP_A-CE FOR HEALTH

The newly-polished natural stone floors
and benches under the white vaulted roof
give a sense of space and quiet. After twoand
a half years of partly building and partly
renovating the Auroville Health Centre at
Aspiration near Kuilapalayam village, the
inauguration on Christmas Eve inaugurated
a new episode for doctors and patients. Dr.
Lucas is one of the three qualified doc-
tors/medical practitioners who provide al-
lopathic and homeopathic treatment to about
150 patients a day, among whom 10% are
Aurovilians. Massage, acupuncture, lab tests
and dispensary continue to be offered. Lucas

‘is very happy with the vastly improved at-
mosphere, and mentioned also that an ex-
perimental root zone wasle water recycling

The Auroville Health Centre

plant is being installed at the Health Centre,
as a pilot project. s

Another project has just been started on a
plot behind Pour Tous—staff quarters for
about 20 people, including guest facilities,
Funds for both projects have been mainly
provided by the German organization
‘Caritas’.

SITAR CONCERT

Early New Year’seve, over a 100 people
enjoyed a sitar concert on the roof of Pitanga
Hall. The concert was given by Kartik Kumar
and his young son. Kartik Kumar was a pupil
of Ravi Shankar,

THE BIRTH OF MERLIN

Merlin is the first Auroville baby born
underwater. Those present—Lucas (the
father), Chinmayi (the mother), Hilde (the
midwife) and two helping friends—reported
that he looked up at them from under the
water, and smiled. This occurred on Decem-
ber 6, 1991. More than a thousand years ago
it is also reported in the manuscripts of the
Arthurian legends: “Merlin smiled, for he
took joy in causing wonder”.

" LAISSEZ-FAIR

On the 4th of Jan e annual fair was

WML School Campus; ar it was
meant {0 have.a Erench flavour. Though it

attracted many people from the village™

well as from the deepest greenbelt recesses,'\ :

it was a rather tame afFAIR. Laissez-aller!
In the evening, the Last School children
performed a play called ‘Silver Jubilee’,
before a packed audience. Johnny and
Auroson wrote it, and it was a medley of
sketches with references to Auroville events
and persons, interspersed with songs and
music. The text was rather wordy at times,
but compliments to the kids for their
memorisation and nice acting.

THE WEATHER

Sub-normal temperatures were recorded
throughout Tamil Nadu during the first two
weeks of January. A record low of 16° C.
degrees, according to a private measurement,
The previous record low was 17° C.

photo John Mandeen

“It reminded me of
how we used to work together”

Last month, four Aurovilians piled into a
van, drove to Nazareth and even met a Mr.
Jesusdos. But to begin at the beginning...

AV 55 windmills, designed and manufac-
tured in “Aureka” workshop, have been
operating successfully in Auroville for some
time now. But they are little
known elsewhere and, relative-
ly, expensive to purchase. Two
good reasons why Robi of
“Aureka” approached the
Department of Non-Conven-
tional Energy Sources (DNES)
with a request for a “design ap-
proval” for the windmill. For a
design approval would enable
prospective purchasers to ob-
tain a govemment subsidy to
offset the cost. However, a
design approval is only given
after the DNES has field tested
two of the products. One of
them is already being
monitored at the Visitors
Reception Centre in Auroville.
The second one, the DNES in-
structed, was to be erected way
to the south, in Tirunelveli dis-
trict, just outside a town called
Nazareth. Which is why, one
Monday afternoon, Robi,
Diego, Theo, George and
Parani clambered into the CSR
van and drove off into the sun-

set.

The site was an existing well beside a
Tamil Nadu Electricity Board sub-station.

“The locals couldn’t understand what

i

“wasgoingon™; recalisRobi:“Here we were,

four foreigners, all in shorts, working like
demons with no obvious boss and laughing
all the time. The energy was incredible. We
began by ripping out the old well pipes by
hand, and in three days we’d erected the
tower, fixed the windmill head and had it
pumping water. The whole thing just
flowed.”

“It was intuitive work”, said Diego.
“You’d automatically go where you were
needed and do what was necessary. There
was no need for any discussion.”

Sometimes they had to go to Nazareth for
supplies. “It was a predominantly Christian
area, and the only white people they had seen
before were missionaries”, remembers Theo.
“Hach tea-shop we went to made a fortune,
as everybody came over to have a look at us.

One time, a woman kept staring at George
with his long, blond hair. I'm sure she
thought he was Jesus!”

“At the end,” says Robi, “I was tired but
very happy. It all reminded me of how we
used to work together in Auroville, some-
thing that has completely gone now. The joy
on this trip was to work so intensely, but so
harmoniously together.” “When Aurovilians
don’t have to deal with all the details of daily
life, they become different people,” says
Theo.“We shouldn’t have to go out of
Auroville to get these experiences.”

And Mr. Jesusdos? He owned the
photographic studio in Nazareth where they
went to develop their glossy prints.

Alan

necessarily reflect the views of the communil
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¢ ¢ ¢+ To Receive Auroville Today ¢ ¢ ¢

The contribution for the next 12 issues of Auroville Today is for India Rs. 150, for abroad
Rs. 650, Can.$ 30, French F. 150, DM 47, It.Lira 35,500, D.GI. 52, US $ 25, U.K.E 14. This
includes the postage by airmail. Please send your contribution (or your supporing
contribution of double the amount) either to the Auroville International centre in your
country (add 10% for admin. and bank charges) er to Auroville Today, CSR Office,
Auroville 605101. Cheques should be made payable to Auroville Fund, specifying:
‘Contribution for Auroville Today'. You will receive the issues directly from Auroville. &
Personal cheques are preferred to bank cheques. Please avoid postal money orders. §
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Subscribers will receive a reminder when their subscription is about to expire.

ddresses of Auroville International centres:

VI Deutschland, Bleicherstrasse 60, 2000 Bremen 1, Germany.

: AV| Espafia, Apartado de Correos 36, 31.610 Villava, Navarra, Spain.

: AV] France c/o Marie-Noélle Philippot, 14, Rue Nungesser et Coli, 75016 Paris, France.

» AVI Ralia, c/o Emanusle Scanziani, Via Mazzini 19, 24100 Bergamo, ltaly. i
s

P> P>

:. AVl Nederland, Lobelialaan 51, 2555 PC Den Haag, The Netherlands.

E: AV] Quebec, c/o Francine Mineau, 10589 St. Denis, H3L 2J4 Montreal, Canada.
'E AVI Russia, c/o Vladimir Petrov, Jubileiny 60, apt. 89, Irkutsk, U.S.S.R 1

% AVI Sverige, Borghoim, Broddebo, S-59700 Atvidaberg, Sweden.

E: AVI UK., c/o M. Littlewood, Canigou, Cot Lane, Chidham, W.Sussex, PO18 8SP, UK.
'“ AVI USA, P.O.Box 162489, Sacramento CA 95816, USA
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Phodo Kusho,
an Englishman in Tibet

In 1948, Robert Ford became the first foreigner to be employed by the government
of Tibet. During the next two years, Phodo Kusho - as the Tibetans called him -
installed Tibet’s first radio communication system. In 1950, however, he was captured
by the invading Chinese army and was held prisoner in China for § years. Subsequently,
he published a book, “Captured in Tibet” (Oxford University Press, reprinted 1990),

based upon these experiences.

This year, he has been talking about Tibet in various parts of the world as part of the
international “Year of Tibet” programme. In November, he visited Auroville which,
since the visit of the Dalai Lama in the early 1970’s, has had strong links with the
Tibetans. Mr. Ford spoke to a group of 60 Aurovilians one evening about the communist
invasion, his captivity, and about pre-1950 Tibetan society; its religion, its customs, its
relationship to the environment. Auroville Today interviewed him the next day over

breakfast to get further details.

AVT: Last night, you
pointed out that in pre-
Communist Tibet mining
was not allowed, as it was
considered a desecration
of the earth. Did this
mean that there was a
natural respect for the
environment in Tibet?

Robert Ford: Yes.
Oneresult of this was that,
whenever I rode out on
the plateau, I encountered
a complete harmony be-
tween men and animals.
You could ride between
herds of gazelles and wild
duck which seemed to
have no fear of man.The
deep respect of the
Tibetans for nature, and particularly for high
places, was shown by the way they would
stop at the top of passes, utter a prayer, and
add a stone to a mound of stones placed there
by other travellers. And when Hilary and
Tensing climbed Mount Everest (which is in
Tibet) for the first time in 1953, they
deliberately didn’t stand on the summit. For
Tibetans believe that the summit is the abode
of the gods.

AVT: At one point in your book, you
called yourself the loneliest Christian in the
world. Why?

R.F.: In 1948, my closest English neigh-
bour lived 400 miles away. But I didn’t feel
lonely as an Englishman — the Tibetan people
made me very welcome. However, as a
Christian I couldn’t relate to the way the
Tibetans placed their future entirely in the
hands of their gods. For example, when the
Chinese communists were invading, the
Tibetans made no preparations to resist them.
They were sure their gods would prevail.
This made me feel very frustrated.

AVT: What sustained you during your
five years in captivity?

R.F.: It was simply a matter of living
from day to day, justconcentrating on getting
through the next 24 hours. I was accused of
espionage, anti-communist propaganda, and
even of murdering a communist lama! So it
was not easy for me. At one stage, I was kept
in solitary confinement in a cell 2 metres by
1 metre There was no window, and the
electric light was always on. I lost all sense
of time. The Chinese would take me for
interrogation at all hours, and sometimes the
sessions seemed to go on for 36 hours non-
stop. When I felt I couldn’t take any more,
they would return me to my cell, and leave
me alone with my thoughts. At first, I'd feel
relief, but then I'd begin to worry about what
they would do to me, until it was almost a
relief to be interrogated again. They are very
skilful at these methods, and very thorough.
The idea was to get me to confess to crimes,

The snow lion; emblem of Tibet———

and then to put me through a process of what
they termed “thought-purification”. In the
end, I gave them a little of what they wanted,
while preserving my integrity.

AVT: What were the effects upon youof -

your captivity? > oY g

R.F.: I grew up in a lot of ways, and
leamned a lot about myself during those five
years. I also learned to ‘write Chinese, and
through this I began to appreciate a great
culture. I'm not at all anti-Chinese, only anti-
Communist. And even Communism, in its
theory, has its attractive aspects. It’s just that
the practice is so different.

AVT: Tibetan culture was for many
yearsisolated from the world. What does the
traditional Tibetan culture have to offer the
modern world?

R.F.: Tibetan culture is dominated by
their Buddhist religion and its earthly em-
bodiment, His Holiness, the Dalai Lama, to
whom the people are completely devoted.
They make no division between their beliefs
and ordinary lives; they live their religion in
everything, down to the smallest details.
You’d expect such devotion to be accom-
panied by intolerance of others, but the
Tibetans are a very tolerant people -
provided that you don’t try to convert them.
In the modern world, where narrow
nationalisms are again coming to the fore,
this tolerance of the beliefs of others seems
to be crucial to our survival. And, while I
cannot subscribe to all their beliefs, their
respect for all forms of life, for nature and the
environment, is surely an important example
to us all.

AVT: Can you see any way in which the
traditionai Tibetan culture and Chinese
communism can co-exist?

R.F.: No. Communism, in its theory, has
its attractive aspects — even His Holiness the
Dalai Lama has acknowledged this. But the
way it is practised... No. Co-existence would
be impossible.

Interview by Alan
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