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hen you see this, it’s
really scary,” says
Mona, a member of
L’Avenir d’Auroville,
Auroville’s town
planning body. She is looking at a map [see above]
which shows actual and possible proposed develop-
ments by outside parties in and around Auroville.
The map also identifies development trends in the
larger bioregion. “We didn’t include industrial
estates or educational institutions, only existing
habitations and villages as well as developments
along roads,” explains Prashant, who helped draw
up the map with Mr. Doshi’s office during his work
at L’ Avenir. “The mapping is partly guesswork but
it’s a very fair estimate of what we think will hap-
pen in the future. It makes clear that eventually, left
to itself, most of the area around Auroville will be
filled up with development.”

This development is already happening on all
sides. From the south there is Pondicherry overspill,
from the west expanding industrial areas, to the
north there is village expansion and to the east and
west of Auroville the two major roads linking
Pondicherry with Chennai are magnets for develop-
ment. In addition, a new bypass for the National
Highway passes just to the west of Auroville’s
greenbelt, Pondicherry airport — slated for expan-
sion — is to the south, while a planned rail link may
pass close to Kuilapalayam village. Even within the
designated Auroville township area developers
have already bought land and landowners have built
guesthouses, while the villages of Kottakarai and
Bharatipuram are expanding fast, like all the other
villages around Auroville.

“When I look at this map I see something that I
already saw coming seven years ago,” says Sauro,
another member of L’Avenir. “I was working on
the Asia-Urbs project in Pondicherry and discussing
future developments when somebody remarked that
Auroville could become a suburb of Pondicherry
one day. That was a turning point for me. 1 realized
we had to accelerate the process of Auroville’s
growth because the physical and economic growth
outside Auroville was going to pick up very fast.”

We shouldn’t forget, however, that in June,
1965 Mother spoke to Satprem about a railway sta-
tion and, “if possible”, an airfield in Auroville’s
‘intermediary zone for transport’, so not all these
developments are necessarily counter to her vision
for Auroville. The concern, of course, is uncon-
trolled and unconscious development.

So what can we do about it, if anything?

“Development is going to happen, we can’t
stop it. The only thing we can do is try to guide it,”
says Prashant. “Development will have an impact
upon key natural resources such as water, so guided
development will include protecting the rivers,
channels and water-catchment areas — like Kaliveli
Tank to the north west of Auroville which feeds our
aquifers — stopping pollution and ensuring enough
green areas are preserved.”

Sustainable bioregional development

This kind of “guided” development will need to
happen not just locally but also on a bioregional
scale. In fact, Prashant has been working with
PondyCAN and INTACH and others on developing
aregional plan for the area bounded by the towns of
Pondicherry, Marakkanam, Tindivanam and

Development challenges for Auroville

Villupuram. “What we’re looking at is a model of
an urban-rural continuum where certain areas can
be developed but others should be protected.” Their
proposals include promoting sustainable tourisim
and knowledge-based industries rather than water-
thirsty industry in Pondicherry, and a regional trans-
port policy which would guide rather than reflect
development trends. The overall aim is a more equi-
table development of the whole region. “This could
become a sustainable region in terms of develop-
ment,” says Prashant, “and a model for regional
planning.”

Controlling unwanted development in
Auroville

What about development threats within
Auroville itself? Gilles Guigan, another member of
L’ Avenir, recently wrote a discussion paper entitled
Securing the Land for Auroville and Preventing
Undesirable Development. In it, he says our priori-
ties should be to secure Auroville’s core area (the
city area plus immediate greenbelt) as soon as pos-
sible to prevent anybody else from developing it.
We should also try to retain the ‘green’ character of
the outer greenbelt by preventing unwanted devel-
opment there.

But how to achieve these objectives? There are
different possibilities. Firstly, we need to continue
buying or exchanging land. Over the last eighteen
months, a total of 41 acres have been bought or
exchanged in the city and greenbelt area and negoti-
ations are ongoing to acquire more. But there are
limits to this. We do not have so much desirable
land to exchange and land prices are very high in
certain sectors, like the south-west greenbelt area

where a new bypass for the National Highway pass-
es close by. Gilles admits that while Auroville will
continue to buy or exchange as much land as possi-
ble, it is unlikely we will try to buy in expensive
areas like this. “Basically, the priority is to buy in
the city area and greenbelt close to the city so that
we can consolidate as much as possible.”

Another approach would involve Auroville
gaining the power to control unwanted develop-
ment in the area of the city and greenbelt. In 1994
the Governing Board approved the first Master Plan
for Auroville. This was a land-use plan which spec-
ified what kind of activities could take place in the
different zones of the city and in the greenbelt. A
modified version of this plan, in the form of a 25
year development perspective, was approved by the
Ministry of Human Resource Development of the
Government of India in 2001.

In 2003 the Tamil Nadu Government passed a
Government Order requiring that any development
within the Master Plan area needed to receive a ‘No
Objection”  certificate from the Auroville
Foundation. Recently, the Auroville Foundation
gazetted the Master Plan (‘gazetted’ means that the
Master Plan has been published in the government’s
official information organ). This may lend further
weight to attempts to control unwanted develop-
ment in the Master Plan area.

Time, however, is not on our side as the
Auroville area has become attractive to developers
and speculators. Furthermore, Gilles points out the
Master Plan does not specify who can develop land
in the city, only that development should be in
accordance with the guidelines for each sector.
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continued firom page 1

“Given these factors,” says Gilles,
“we are considering compulsory acqui-
sition as one option for acquiring some
or all of the remaining land in the city
area.”” The acquisition procedure can
take a long time and has certain condi-
tions attached. But once it is launched,
the landowner is unable to develop his
land or sell it for development. Recently
the procedure was successfully used to
purchase a prime piece of land next to
Certitude community. However, it is a
two-edged sword. Compulsory acquisi-
tion is unpopular with local people who
wish to sell their land for the highest
price. This is why, says Gilles, we
should use it sparingly and mainly to
deter would-be developers.

Sauro favours another approach.
While he would like all the land within
the city area to be secured for Auroville
and admits that legislation has a role to
play here, he feels that in the greenbelt,
where much of the land is not owned by
Auroville, we should give more atten-
tion to developing economic initiatives.
For example, an agency could be created
to purchase local crops at a premium rate
if they have been grown organically or
with a minimum of water. Such initia-
tives would encourage local landowners
to continue using the land for agriculture
rather than going in for construction.

The villages

The surrounding villages represent a
special challenge for Auroville town
planners. “The villages are growing
much faster than us,” says Mona, “partly
because they don’t have the planning
rules which we follow. They will soon
be dictating a lot of our trends, including
roads and traffic flow.”

In fact, one village, Kottakarai,
straddles the Industrial Zone and
Greenbelt while its  extension,
Bharatipuram, is located in both the
Industrial and International Zones of the
city, something which has been ignored
by Aurovilian town planners for years.
The presence of these villages is not
even mentioned, for example, in the
document Aureville Universal Township
— Master Plan (Perspective 2025). “1
don’t think any of the new L’Avenir
team can relate to this approach,” says
Gilles. “These villagers are there and
they need the space to develop.”

This points up differences regarding
the status and role of the villages in the
city area. Some Aurovilians still feel it
would be best if these villages were relo-
cated, with their consent of course, to
model settlements which Auroville
would build outside the city area. Others

* are clear that the way forward is to find a
“way of integrating them into our devel-

opment. One idea mooted some years
ago by an Auroville planning study
group was to expand the Industrial Zone
so as to fully include the villages of
Kottakarai and Bharatipuram. This
would result in mixed land use in the
Industrial Zone, with interspersed indus-
trial and residential areas. Nothing has
come of this suggestion so far partly,
perhaps, because it is unclear how

___P_ LANNING THE CITY

An open planning meeting of L'Avenir d’Auroville

Auroville will deal with the future devel-
opment of these villages.

But what kind of development are
we anticipating?

“They might expand just like any
other village,” says Sauro, “or they may
take a more urbanized form, or they
might expand according to a pattern
which we could help to generate. For
example, we could promote ways of
improving village housing which would
not follow the conventional patterns of
development. Also, we're trying to see if
in certain areas of the city which border
upon villages we could initiate projects
which involve more interaction with the
villages. These would go beyond the
model of employee-employer relations
and help develop, for example, village
entrepreneurship.”

Co-development initiatives

One example of this is the
WELLpaper project where the buildings
and land belong to Auroville but the
activities are managed by a Women’s
Group from the adjacent Kottakarai vil-
lage. Another example located on
Auroville land in the same area and
which is still in the planning stage, is the
‘Indigo Bazaar’ project. Mona, who is
involved in this project, explains that this
is an attempt to create a beautiful transi-
tion area between Auroville and the vil-
lage. There will be high-quality infra-
structure, offices and apartments, which
she hopes will be rented by young
Auroville entrepreneurs among others,
but there will also be sports facilities for
the villagers and possibly a multi-pur-
pose hall as well as a weekly agrarian
market where they can sell their pro-
duce.

These kind of initiatives will not
necessarily prevent uncontrolled village
development, but by improving the rela-
tionship  between villagers and
Aurovilians they may improve the
chances of cooperation in future devel-
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opment.

Another initiative designed to
address this issue is Village
Development Councils. The idea,
explains Dhanapal, one of its propo-
nents, is that Aurovilians and village rep-
resentatives would sit together to solve
common problems and to plan future
development in areas where Auroville
and the villages are contiguous. The first
and only Village Development Council
so far was set up in 2006 in conjunction
with Edayanchavadi village. Its forma-
tion was delayed because of local issues,
and while the Council managed to
resolve a serious personal issue concern-
ing a villager and an Aurovilian and to
construct a new road with financial help
from Auroville, since then sufficient
funds have never been available for it to
do any work. Consequently, the Council
has been largely dormant for the past
few years. The present Working
Committee, however, is considering
reviving it.

The big question

Underlying all these issues is the big
question: what are we Aurovilians here
for? Is it primarily to build a city to a pre-
arranged plan? Or, as Gilles suggests, is
the content of that city more important
than the form? In other words, isn’t the
consciousness with which we build and
the relationships we build with each
other and with our neighbours more
important than bricks and mortar? “We
shouldn’t forget,” says Gilles, “that Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother did a revolu-
tionary evolutionary work in old colo-
nial houses in what was then a sleepy
seaside town, so maybe we should not
be too fussy about the shape of the ‘town
of the future’.”

However, as far as town planning is
involved, the message we have tended to
give out so far is that the form of the city
is the most important thing. The Master
Plan delineates the city and Greenbelt

areas by perfect circles and the designat-
ed Lines of Force and radial roads
describe perfect curves. While there is a
certain beauty to this, it ignores ground
realities like natural features, water flow
and the presence in the city area of two
villages. Some members of the present
L’ Avenir want to change this, to break
with what Mona describes as ‘the divide
between the perceived form of the
Galaxy and the ground realities” in order
to find win-win solutions for all con-
cerned. “This takes more time,” says
Mona, “but it makes much more sense
and it will be more inclusive.” “It’s not
so much a matter of choosing between
geometry and nature,” clarifies Gilles,
“but of finding a way to marry geometry
with nature.”

Redefining the Master Plan

One possible line of approach is to
redefine the Master Plan to reflect these
realities. Gilles observes that all Master
Plans are subject to revision, so why not
ours? He points out that the presence of
Kottakarai-Bharatipuram, which has
developed since the city boundary was
established in February, 1968, implies a
boundary modification; that neither the
city or greenbelt boundaries need form
perfect circles (actually, the presence of
a pocket of Pondicherry land straddling
the greenbelt boundary means it cannot
describe a prefect circle); that the outer
greenbelt may be defined as pockets of
land rather than as an undivided area;
and that land outside the present Master
Plan area, like Auromodel, could be
included in future Master Plans.

All of this is still very much in the
preliminary discussion stage: nothing
will happen soon. However, in terms of
improving our relationship with our
neighbours, there is no time to be lost.
“Why are the local people asking such
high prices when we want to buy their
land and why are they so keen to sell to
outside developers?” asks Prashant.

“How has it come to the stage that we
need ‘protection’? Of course, as Mother
said, we shouldn’t underestimate the
power of greed, but if we had really done
our job well and ensured we had a good
partnership with the villages, probably a
majority of the population would have
been our partners in keeping outside
developers away. Yet we are still talking
about compulsory land acquisition,
which will only widen the gap.”

Mona feels this is too harsh.
“There have been many successful
attempts over the years to work with
our neighbours. It’s just that our num-
bers are so few.”

Contacts with Tamil Nadu
government

Building better relationships is not
only a necessity with our immediate
neighbours. There is also the matter of
our relationship with the Tamil Nadu
government. Any legislation regarding
land or planning authority status for
Auroville has to be enacted by the State
Government. Yet, over the years,
Auroville has related much more to the
Central Government than to the State
Government and we need to work much
harder to build strong institutional
bridges with the government in Chennai.

In fact, Auroville is sometimes per-
ceived as being too preoccupied with its
own development and neglectful of the
larger region. Prashant feels that
Auroville has been half-hearted in its
efforts to work with the local people on
development projects which may benefit
both parties. “It’s hard work, we have to
be very persistent and patient and hum-
ble, but if we don’t do this Auroville
may be a gated community in a few
years. As to government officials, they
know we are doing good work here, but
what really excites them is when we
offer to take it out to other parts of the
State and India, as we are doing now
with the Adyar Poonga project in
Chennai and as we did in the past when
we worked with the Tamil Nadu govern-
ment to do post-tsunami rehabilitation
work.

‘Gated community’ is, perhaps, too
strong. But there is a real risk that
Auroville in the not-too-distant future
will become an island of sustainable
practices in the midst of uncontrolled
development. Do we want this? Or does-
n’t our aspiration for a ‘concrete human
unity” require us to look outside our
immediate borders and to work, respect-
fully and creatively, with our neighbours
to ensure that this region develops in a
way which is both environmentally-sus-
tainable and to the benefit of everyone?

And there is another dimension we
should not forget when it comes to deal-
ing with development challenges. As
Gilles points out, “Until now the protec-
tion enjoyed by Auroville has been
absolutely extraordinary and there is no
reason whatsoever to lose faith. On the
contrary, we are blind and ungrateful
when we fear. What we have to do is
what Mother expected of us — to ‘boldly
spring towards the future’.”

Alan

Governing Board and International Advisory Council meet

he Governing Board
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Karan Singh, has ensured that Master Plan of

ment, including in our buildings, using the latest

to learn about the extent of Auroville’s outreach

International Advisory Council of the

Auroville Foundation had their half-

yearly meetings on November 26-28.

Dr. Karan Singh, Shri Ajoy Bagchi,
Dr. Malini Parthasarathy, Dr. Mallika Sarabhai and
Dr. Aster Patel attended the Governing Board
meeting. Dr. Marc Luyckx-Ghisi, Dr. Doudou
Diéne and Julian Lines were present for the
International Advisory Council.

Dr. Karan Singh, addressing the Aurovilians
during the community interaction on
November27th at the Centre of Indian Studies in
Bharat Nivas, recalled that there are two aspects
inherent to Auroville, an outer and an inner one.
Concerning the outer aspect, he said that he and the
other members of the Board and Council were
extremely encouraged by the series of meetings
they attended. “There is a new dynamism, a new
momentum. The structure of building the township
is beginning to take form.” The Board, said Dr.
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Auroville has been gazetted and will now proceed
to create a Town Development Council which
would take upon itself the task of building the city
in a phased manner over the next years. “A lot of
our discussions revolved around finances and how
to raise the necessary funds to build the city and
many valuable suggestions were made about how
to approach various institutions for grants and
interest private developers.

“The completion of the Matrimandir was a
very important milestone; now the 2nd phase has
started, to begin to concretize the township. If we
have to reach the magic figure of 50,000 inhabi-
tants that The Mother had envisaged for Auroville,
it could take about another 40 -45 years. But even if
we increase the population to 5,000 people, we
need more accommodation and work opportuni-
ties. Whatever is built in Auroville now should be
very sustainable and forward-looking in its archi-
tecture. We should be a model for green develop-

technologies,” said Dr. Karan Singh. “We have to
maintain the spontaneity and creativity of the
Aurovilians, but at the same time we will have to
have form some structures to undertake the huge
task of building the city.”

Dr. Karan Singh specifically mentioned the
need to acquire all the lands for the city area, either
by way of land exchange, through purchase or
through intiating acquisition proceedings. Within
the inner circle, a 100 acres is still to be acquired.
“We had a meeting with the Collector of
Villapuram district and discussed with him how to
acquire the lands for the city area, those owned pri-
vately as well as the peramboke lands. This has the
highest priority. By the time we have our next
meeting we will have further progressed.”

Dr. Karan Singh also expressed that he was
happy to hear about the educational work that is
being done in Auroville, and to be made aware of
the work done outside Auroville. “I was surprised

programmes,” he said. “That was very impressive.
I do not think many people outside of Auroville
know that Auroville is making these kinds of con-
tributions.” He suggested that this work be docu-
mented, as the impression shouldn’t be that
Auroville is only looking inward and concerned
with its own issues, “but that Auroville is also con-
tributing to serve the region, state and nation.”

Dr. Karan Singh then talked about the inner
aspect of Auroville, how far Aurovilians are devel-
oping spiritually. Observing that Auroville offers
an excellent ambience and fine opportunity for
inner growth, he said, “I have no way of telling this;
it is for each one of you to look into yourself with
detachment and honesty. But I do want to make a
point that building the outer Auroville is only one
half of the project. The other half is building the
Aurovilians, to develop their consciousness to
become holistic human beings.”

Carel




‘ BEACH COMMUNITIES

Quiet's wall crumbles into the sea

Coastal erosion is ruining the homes and livelihoods of Tamil Nadu fishing communities. It has also destroyed the
compound wall of Quiet and is relentlessly moving north.

ntil 2007 the fishing community of

Chinnamudaliarchavadi and its

neighbour, Auroville’s  Quiet

Healing Center, were blessed with

a gorgeous 70-metre wide beach
which was used for drying fish, docking boats or
recreation. Hardly three years later the beaches
have completely gone, together with more than
25 homes in the village and the compound wall
of the Healing Centre. Houses in Repos are now
threatened. As the relentless coastal erosion
moves up further north at an alarming rate, more
fishing and beach communities in Tamil Nadu
are critically affected.

What caused this disaster?

For thousands of years, huge amounts of sand
have been released from the Cauvery Delta,
south of Puducherry, into the Bay of Bengal. Left
to its natural course, the Long Shore Drift — a
self-regulating system of the waves moving sand
up and down the beach — distributed the sand
along the shoreline creating beautiful beaches
and thriving fishing communities. The drift also
established huge underwater sandbars that ran
parallel to the coast and gave protection to the
coast from tidal waves.

During the 9 months of the south-west mon-
soon, 600,000 cubic metres of sand move north-
wards. During the 3 months of the north-east
monsoon, 100,000 cubic metres move from the
north towards the south. The resulting net dis-
placement of 500,000 cubic metres of sand per
year is among the highest long shore drifts on the
planet. This amounts to roughly the equivalent of
50,000 lorry loads of sand a year or 135 trucks
full of sand every day!

Harbours block the movement of sand. They
create massive accretion on one side and severe
erosion on the other side of the breakwater, A
perfect example is the famous Marina Beach in
Chennai. The British build the Madras port at the
northern end of the city which gave it the ever-
widening Marina Beach; at the same time it

caused continuing erosion north of the port. In

those days there was not much habitation there;
but today, people living north of Madras port suf-
fer a lot due to heavy erosion and the resulting
salinity of the groundwater.

Similarly, the Pondicherry harbour and its
breakwater, constructed in 1989 at the southern
end of the town, have blocked the stream of sand
from the south. This has resulted in the erosion of
the once beautiful and wide Pondicherry beaches.
The amount of beach land lost because of this
erosion has been calculated at 200 acres, a mas-
sive loss to the town of Pondicherry. This erosion
was foreseen when the harbour was designed. A
sand bypassing system was added to regularly
‘shift the accumulated sand from the south to the
north. But unfortunately, the required constant
dredging and sand-bypassing was hardly ever
done. Now it is even difficult for the fishermen to
get into the harbour as it has silted-up. The con-
struction of more groynes in the state of
Puducherry and Tamil Nadu has brought erosion
northwards. The results are devastating.

Solutions in sight?

A meeting of Aurovilians living in beach
communities was held at Quiet in November.
The Quiet team had invited PondyCAN! —
Pondicherry Citizen’s Action Network — with
whom they have been working together for the
last three years to see what can be done.
PondyCAN!, which has been campaigning for
the restoration of the Puducherry beaches for
more than a decade, has lately intensified its
efforts to find a satisfactory answer to this man-

BEACH EROSION PETITION
Members of the Residents’ Assembly have
signed a petition to the Governing Board and
International Advisory Council members to
persuade the Governments of Puducherry and
Tamil Nadu to take speedy and adequate mea-
sures for restoring the beaches and protecting all

. affected areas.

made disaster. Recent developments give hope
that a solution is within reach, if only the politi-
cal will is there.

The National Institute of Ocean Technology
and the Department of Ocean Management of the
Anna University, Chennai, are presently studying
the environmental impact along the Tamil Nadu
coastline caused by the harbour and the construc-
tion of groynes and seawalls. Instead of the cur-

The beach in front of Quiet in August 2008. Left, in the distance, the Quiet compound wall.

The beach and houses in the village of Chinnamudaliarchavadi are disappearing

rent ‘hard’ solutions, which end-up either aggra-
vating the already disturbed environment or
moving the problem further up north, research
institutes and government officials are nowadays
increasingly thinking of ‘soft’ solutions, such as
sand nourishment and geo-tubes.

Sand nourishment

Bringing the sand back is a realistic possibili-
ty. The Puducherry government, concerned that
the harbour is silting up, has allocated Rs. 10
crores for dredging 2.7 million cubic metres of
sand from the harbour mouth. This amounts to
nearly 6 years’ worth of sand which should have
come northwards. Unfortunately, the Puducherry
government plans to dump the dredged sand just
adjacent to the harbour (on the northern side of
the harbour mouth). If the Governments of
Puducherry and Tamil Nadu can collaborate for
the benefit of the people, by using a rainbow
dredger or barges, this sand could be deposited in
the critically-eroded and vulnerable areas, giving
not only immediate relief to the affected coastal
communities, but also laying the necessary base
for further protection measures. Such a restora-
tion project could become a pioneering model of
beach protection for the whole of India, whose
beaches and fishing communities are increasing-
ly endangered. Sand nourishment is routinely

carried out in Europe, especially in Holland and
Germany, by dredgers which work continuously.
But this concept is not yet put into practice in
India.

Geo-tubes

The second method is working with geo-
tubes to combat erosion. This method, which is
now being considered by the Tamil Nadu govern-
ment, is similar to the one used at the
Visakhapatinam Port. It uses huge geo-tubes of
three metres diameter filled with sand, laid in
rows along the shore over a stretch of one kilo-
metre, which acts as an artificial reef that holds
the sand in place.

The Pondicherry Government should act

“It is high time for the government of
Puducherry to take up its responsibility for the
environmental damage and human misery it has
caused by blocking the natural flow of sand to
Tamil Nadu,” writes PondyCAN! in a press
release. For unless urgent action is taken, the
coastal villages and the Auroville beach commu-
nities may disappear soon.

Dianna
The problem of the disappearing beaches was
earlier reported on in the November, 2002 and
August 2007 issues of Auroville Today.
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In brief

Mother's words on
Auroville

A compilation of almost 500 pages
of letters, messages and interviews
with The Mother about Auroville
from early 1960s to November 17th
1973 is now available on-line at
http://www forall-pourtous.org
/auroville-in-mothers-words/

Health Board

A Health Board has been estab-
lished to facilitate coordination and
communication among healthcare
providers, administrative staff and
services in Auroville and to organize
the registration and list of recog-
nized healthcare practitioners of the
community.

Housing
The collective housing project
‘Inspiration’, which is next to
Citadines, was opened on
November 28th by Dr. Karan
Singh, who also laid that day the
first stone for Maitreye 2, situated
next to the ongoing housing pro-
ject of Maitreye. This project will
have 27 apartments (16 singles, 6
couples and 5 families) and com-
mon facilities. The work is expected
to take two years. Both these pro-
jects are funded by Government of
. India grants.
~ L'Avenir reported that though many
- appeals for individual housing come
~ toit, there is a reluctance to allocate
- land for individual housing because
~ informed decisions cannot be made
| till the base maps are re-adjusted to
' match reality, and a global view for
. development (infrastructure, land
| Uuse, economy and collective priori-
| ties) emerges which would allow
. opening areas for individual hous-
| ings. To help alleviate the problem of
~ individual housing, L'Avenir appeals

D

Eet

~to-the existing communities to-open——

* upand accommodate more people.
g Preventing land
~ encroachment

_ The Land Resource Management
- Group has asked Aurovilians who are
P able to build temporary housing
5 (with a keet roof that may last 2-5
. years) to look after Auroville land

‘4 that s being encroached.

" L'Avenir has agreed to restudy the
~ International Zone Plan approved by
- the former L'Avenir team in
~ December 2009 in consultation with
. the IZ Group, following a request
. from the Intemational Advisory

Council which objected to the space
. allocated for some of the continents.
- The new study will also take into
- account ground realities have not
. been formerly considered

Solid waste

' Asa piece of land behind the former
5 AuroAnnam Farm that the Eco
| Service had been using for its landfill
for the past six or seven years was
exchanged landfilling has come to a
standstill and mountains of landfill
waste are piling up at the Eco Service
sorting shed. There is an urgent need
to identify a new piece of Auroville
land that can be used for this pur-
pose.

Violence against
woimen

The Women's Safety Task Force is
running a two-month campaign to
address violence against women.
Volunteers are visiting guesthouses,
communities, restaurants and shops
in the local area to sensitize people
about the growing problem of vio-
lence against women on the roads in
and around Auroville.

Correction

The books of Georges van Vrekhem
are available in the Seagull bookshop
in the Visitors' Centre in Auroville.
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Auromode eyes the Indian market

uromode specialises in manufacturing

fashion garments and accessories made

of silk, cotton, linen and natural viscose.

But unlike many of Auroville’s garment

design units, Auromode’s focus is on
mass-production. “We provide work to 150 people, pro-
ducing over 2,500 pieces a month,” explains Prema, who
has been running Auromode since 1986. “We work for
clients in India and abroad. Most clients want their own
designs executed; some like us to help finalize their
designs.” Auromode also designs its own products,
which it sells in boutiques in Pondicherry, Auroville and
Chennai.

“Quality and pricing are the main issues of today’s
international market,” says Prema. “Quality demands
have gone up. There is increasing competition, mainly
from China. The quality of their raw materials, such as
linen and silk, is often better and cheaper than that which
is made in India. We were already undertaking a meticu-
lous quality control of our raw materials and of our fin-
ished products, but we needed to intensify it. Things that
were accepted in the past, such as a weaving mistake in

silk, are no longer acceptable today. The market has
forced us to-pay attention to every detail to ensure that
our products meet the highest international standards.

“The European market has become challenging, with
its stress on quality and its demand for low prices, and
with the increasing competition. Qur products are often
seen as expensive, even though our pricing hasn’t
changed much over the last five years.” The development
is slightly worrying. “Our clients cannot increase their
prices, so we cannot pass on the increase in our wages and
raw material prices which are well over 20%. That cuts
sharply into our profit margins,” explains Prema.

For these reasons Auromode’s market is gradually
shifting to India, which on its way to becoming the
world’s fifth-largest consumer market. The Indian mid-
dle class, estimated to be 300 million people, is fast
becoming used to Western culture. American-style shop-
ping malls, built in all the main Indian cities, now offer
high-couture western fashion brand products. “We used
to export 70%, and sell about 30% of our products in
India. But in the near future, the Indian markets will
dominate,” predicts Prema.

Aiming for the perfect paper product

e want to express beauty. It
was the main reason why we
started Auroville Papers,”
says Luisa, one of the execu-
tives. “It was at a time, in
1995, that our parent company Auroville Press was look-
ing to expand its work to create stability. My late partner
Serge felt that manufacturing handmade paper would be
a good complement. So we started making handmade
paper, just like they do at the Sri Aurobindo Ashram.”

“But we soon developed other products,” says
Hervé, “One day, a heart-shaped bauhinia leaf fell
down on the soft paper pulp. When we took it out, we
noticed it had left a sharp imprint on the paper. That
was the turning point. We started experimenting with
other leaves, petals, stems, bark, grasses and seeds. And
as no leaf is identical, each sheet of paper became
unique. We then drifted away from making handmade
paper to using this leaf-paper for stationary covers,
coasters, mouse pads, bags, photo albums, and wrap-
ping paper. We also started making large decorative
sheets as posters for home decoration.”

“We are all experimenting, working in different
directions,” says Christine. “At the beginning, of
course, there was cotton, the base material of our envi-
ronment-friendly paper. But other plant materials also
got our attention. We perfected a method for making
paper out of banana fibre. Once that was achieved and
we were happy with the texture and shade of that paper,
we experimented further with those same fibres. The
result was a lace-like paper structure which can be used
as home decoration. It is one of our best selling prod-
ucts. We also worked with bamboo and rosella stalks,
but the results were not as satisfactory. Experiments, of
course, are ongoing, for example in using organic cot-
ton and natural dyes.”

Hervé adds that not only the staff of Auroville Papers
experiments, but also artists contribute to the unit’s

6

. development. “A visitor taught us the techniques of papi-

er-méaché. We experimented further; instead of using
paper pulp, we used a mixture of cotton and paper pulp.
Now we produce cotton maché art objects such as kujas,
photo frames, vases, even stools in a variety of colours.
Another development is a line of cotton maché bijouterie
such as earrings, bangles and necklaces.”

“We like it when Auroville artists come and experi-
ment with our products,” says Luisa. “We furnish the
tools and the technical knowledge to help them in their
creative expression.” Hervé adds that Auroville Papers
has also started to give paper-making workshops for
schoolchildren. “The children have been happily pound-
ing banana fibres to pulp, and made their own banana-
paper sheets. After they dried, they went to the Press and
printed their own calendar. As the pounding was hard
work, we are now using an electric idli paste grinder to
crush the fibre,” he says.

So is Auroville Papers a production company?
“Certainly not,” says Luisa. “We are a company that pro-
motes creative research and expression. We would not
object to executing an order to produce say 10,000 sheets
of paper, but then the client must be aware that what he
gets its 10,000 unique and different papers, even though
the concept is the same. We prefer doing exclusive prod-
ucts, in a limited production. If a client wishes to use the
paper for printing purposes, such as wedding cards, we
like to do the printing ourselves. We do not want to be
seen as a provider of raw materials.” Hervé adds that the
company, which now employs over 50 employees and
seven Aurovilians, has reached its size limit.

“Our concept is providing beauty and stimulating
creativity,” says Christine. “We would not want that to
become secondary to production. Creation is the joy and
life of Auroville Papers. It is a constant movement
towards the future. Our portfolios are full of projects
which could not yet go into production.”

The products of Auroville Paper are sold in India and
abroad. “Initially our biggest clients were in Europe and
the bulk of our production was meant for export. But for
a few years now the trend has changed and we work
almost equally for Indian and foreign companies,” says
Luisa. “Our relation with our clients is also a privileged
one,” adds Christine. “Most of them have a deep contact
with Auroville, they have fallen in love with our paper
and they don’t see us only as business partners. They are
aware that we work for something more important than
just our company. That makes the relationship special.
And just as the solid reputation of Auroville handicrafts
helps us in our marketing, so we are happy that the suc-
cess of Auroville Papers contributes to the image of
Auroville. It makes our work all the more meaningful.”

Maroma’s sustainable products

aroma, Auroville’s oldest and largest

commercial unit, is the undisputed

leader in Auroville’s aspiration to

manufacture products of the highest

quality. The unit’s signature line is
Encens d’Auroville with a range of 50 fragrances. Over
the years, many more incense lines have been added,
such as a Kalki line, the Sumaya Spa and Maroma Spa
lines, Veda Incense, and the Deva and Devi ranges of
“divinely inspired aromatics’.

To ensure quality, stringent checks are made at every
stage of production. All fragrances are formulated in
accordance with the periodically updated guidelines of
the International Fragrance Association, Brussels. In this
way Maroma ensures that its products are safe to use.

Maroma has branched out into other fragrance prod-
ucts such as ambient perfumes and reed-diffusers — a
recent trend to create a welcoming fragrant environ-
ment. Other scent-related products are insect-repellents
that contain no chemical insecticides or toxic ingredi-
ents, natural anti-moth sachets to protect woolens, and
scented candles.

Research led to further product diversification. The
development of home fragrances was, in time, followed
by a wide range of body-care products such as bath
soaps, shampoos, conditioners, shower gels, body
lotions, bath salts, and body and massage oils. Wherever
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possible they are made with natural products, using
extracts from flowers that are grown in Auroville such as
the hibiscus. There is even a Maroma Men product line.

‘What makes Maroma'’s products special is the striv-
ing towards sustainability. The ingredients used in the
fabrication of the products are recyclable and contain no
harmful or toxic ingredients. “Even the packaging is sus-
tainable,” says Namrita who has been Maroma’s packag-
ing designer for the last six years. “Almost all packaging
is made from recycled handmade paper and another
Auroville unit screen-prints it. Our packages now carry
the by-line ‘recycled paper, screen-printed by hand,” and
people appreciate that.” She is now designing minimal
packaging. “The world is moving away from ‘over-
packaging’. Being in Auroville we should create an
interesting and eye-catching packing, made with mini-
mum waste.”

Though being primarily an export-oriented compa-
ny, Maroma has now begun nurturing the Indian mar-
ket. “Our incense and body-care products are doing
very well within the country,” says Roma, Maroma’s
general manager. “We have just opened a shop in the
new Express Avenue Mall in Chennai and will soon be
setting-up more shops across the country. The local
market is developing strongly; it may soon change our
present ratio of 90% export and 10% production for the
Indian market.”

PHOTOS COURTESY AUROMODE
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STRIVING F(
Auroville has a reputation in India and abroad for the quality of its craft pro
asked them about their way of doing business. Aiming at quality and strivi|

Lace-like papers for home decoration, made from banana fibres. Kujas made from ¢
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Above left: bath soap from the Maroma Mer line; above right:
the Devi incense; below: the reed-diffusers




STRIVING FOR EXCELLENCE

Auroville has a reputation in India and abroad for the quality of its craft products. Auroville Today randomly selected 6 of its over 200 commercial unit
asked them about their way of doing business. Aiming at quality and striving for excellence, it emerges, are indeed the prime motivations.

PHOTOS COURTESY AUROMODE

Two designs from Miniature: block-printed blouse (left)
and a wrinkle-blouse (right).

PHOTOS COURTESYAUROVILLE PAPERS

e e
Wi 5 oF

Lace-like papers for home decoration, made from banana fibres. Kujas made from cotton-maché

Y TR

{
i

The collection of Glimpse at the Kalki Boutique, Auroville Visitors’
Below: three lampshapes of Glimpse

PHOTOS COURTESY MAROMA

Above left: bath soap from the Maroma Meri line; above right:
the Devi incense; below: the reed-diffusers
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Above: view of the Amano collection at Mira Boutique in the Au
Visitors’ Centre. Left: An Amano bag; careful handstitching
















