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Growing Sadhana Forests in India and abroad

On December 19th, 2013
Sadhana Forest will turn 10
years old. Auroville Today
spoke with founder Aviram
about the project's activities
and progress.

adhana Forest started after Aviram,

together with his wife Yorit and their

daughter Osher, came to Auroville in

2002. They went to the Forest Group

in 2003 and were granted about 70
acres of largely barren, unused land to develop.
Since then they have been living and working to
develop the forest.

They have now covered about 55 of the 70
acres, reclaiming about five acres each year.
Aviram explains that a lot of effort goes not only
into planting trees, but also into water conserva-
tion. In fact, most of the manual work goes into
the latter. Without first preparing the land to pre-
vent runoff of rainwater, the trees won’t do well
unless a lot of effort is put into irrigating them,
which is not cost-effective and not sustainable.
With good water conservation, tree planting
becomes less important, because there will be a
lot of natural regeneration. Sadhana Forest has
made hundreds of small bunds around trees,
dozens of kilometers of contour bunding, and
some large water catchment ponds with the help
of Kireet from Gaia’s Garden.

The Sadhana Forest community doing this
work has now grown to about 20 long-term vol-
unteers and from anywhere between about 10 to
140 short-term volunteers, depending on the
season. Whereas various institutions are regular-

~ly-sending groups of volunteers, most come
through word of mouth or learn about Sadhana
Forest on the internet. Aviram explains that the
community works on a gift economy. “People
stay for free and contribute for their food if they
can, and this goes together with their work for
the forest. We give this experience to people,
and then they can go back and perhaps live their
life with some new insights. It is a way to move

Aviram

out of the human-centric idea that nature is there
to serve us, and to move into a more planet-cen-
tric approach that looks at the needs of other
species as well. Our effort goes into expanding
consciousness beyond our own immediate or
even long-term needs.

“Our emphasis is on putting consciousness
into matter, on increasing the consciousness in
our everyday actions. For example, we try to be
very conscious and conserve natural resources.
We cook only organic vegan food using very
efficient wood-burning ‘rocket stoves,” and pro-
vide all our own electricity with solar panels and
a human-powered bicycle generator. We also try
to be more conscious in our relationships with
others in the community.”

More than 40 wooden structures have been
built in the community with a team of local peo-
ple. For short-term volunteers, there are two
wooden dormitories, each of which can house up
to 60 people, each person in their own cubicle
separated from the others by curtains. Once peo-
ple stay in the community for a few months and
demonstrate their commitment to the forest work
and have leadership skills, they may become a
long-term volunteer and take on more responsi-
bility. The long-term staff members, those who
stay for more than a year or two, get their own
private hut or a couple’s hut.

Aviram explains that
although there are many
volunteers for normal tree
care which takes place dur-
ing the tourist season, there
often aren’t enough volun-
teers during the planting
season, which begins in
August in order to catch the
summer monsoon and con-
tinues through September
before the winter monsoon.
Having few volunteers dur-
ing this time, the work is
challenging because of a
lack of funds to hire work-
ers. They are presently try-
ing to find ways to create a
bigger flow of volunteers
during the planting season.

The growth of Sadhana Forest into a close-
knit community has happened very naturally,
explains Aviram. “When Yorit, my wife, and I
first came it was just us. Then people started
coming and asking can we volunteer and eventu-
ally we ended up with many volunteers, but it
wasn’t planned like this. At first it was just my
family and slowly it grew with the same habits
of a family, such as eating three times a day
together, working together, and often spending
time in the evenings together. For me it is great
fun, because I feel that the diversity of people
enables huge growth for each other. We enrich
each other with ideas and different systems of
beliefs and feelings.

“Like any diverse system that we see in

Watching an eco film in Sadhana Forest

nature, diverse human systems create resilience.
A monoculture of people that all think the same
is not interesting and is not strong. Sadhana
Forest is an extreme example of human diversi-
ty. We get volunteers from over 50 countries
here every year, people of different ages and
physical capabilities, eating together, working
together, and living in dormitories together, in
very close quarters. That has helped to create the
resilience of the community, and enabled us to
start the projects in Haiti, Kenya, and other
places in India. All the support and energy and
well-wishing that comes brings a huge force.
People all over the world are thinking how to
develop this and make it happen. I feel very
lucky to live in a community like this; it is some-
thing very rare. It is not to say that there are no
challenges, but overall the picture is one of a lot
of happiness and joy.”

How is Sadhana Forest connected with the
rest of Auroville? Aviram explains that Sadhana
Forest serves Auroville in several ways. In addi-
tion to its obvious work of regenerating alarge
piece of Auroville land, Sadhana Forest is attract-
ing hundreds of volunteers each year, and they
get to know about other projects in Auroville as
well. They consume various services of
Auroville, and then move on and tell others about
their experience in Auroville. Also, many people
have joined Auroville through Sadhana Forest,
because joining Auroville is not cheap, and
Sadhana Forest supports the people during the
transition period. Another way it serves the
Auroville community is that every week since
June 2008 (except the week of Cyclone Thane)
they have held the EcoFilm Club for the benefit
of Aurovilians and guests, which includes an
explanation and tour of the community, an eco-
logical film, and a free vegan organic dinner.

Sadhana Forests abroad

Sadhana Forest has also expanded to other
countries. There is a Sadhana Forest in Haiti,
which is developing an area of about 6,500 acres.
The campus and the nursery is on about seven
acres, where there are dormitories and private
huts for volunteers, just like in Auroville. The 83
minutes documentary on the work of Sadhana
Forest in Haiti, One Day, Everything Will Be
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Free, just won the Wisdom Award 2013 in the
Auroville Film Festival. In the words of the Jury,
“It’s a wonderful film about a great attitude, that
of service, or, ‘Seva’, as Aviram puts it. Caring
for the Earth in places where it’s most wounded
and bringing it back to life, making it a personal
cause and its own reward, making it possible for
others to experience this ‘giving’, of themselves,
to inspire the present and to work towards a
future, full of wellbeing for the generations to
come, this is what we see in this film about
‘Sadhana Forest’, Haiti.”

Presently a third Sadhana Forest is being
started in north Kenya, which will be built on the
same model. Twenty-seven acres of land have
already been purchased for the campus, and there
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Sadhana Forest Haiti's two new
Tetrahedron dormitories

are thousands of potential acres for development.
Having established a very good relation with the
Kenyan government, Aviram hopes to do the
same thing there on an even larger scale.

In Kenya they are working with the Samburu
people, a local tribe that lives in the north. The
idea is to give every home the opportunity to
develop a small food forest around them. They
will train the people in irrigation techniques that
are simple, affordable, and accessible, as well as
in tree planting and tree care techniques. The
volunteers will come to their homes with the
trees and help them plant them and later follow
up to help them take care of them. This is the
same approach as they have been using in Haiti
for the past three years, where it has been very
successful.
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Retired High Court judge appointed to probe
allegations against the Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust

n August 30th, 2013, Justice K.K.

Sasidharan of the Madras High

Court appointed Justice P.R. Raman,

a retired judge of the Kerala High

Court, as inquiry officer to probe
whether there is any truth in four allegations lev-
elled against the Sri Aurobindo Ashram: (1) sexual
harassment of women and children; (2) violation of
human rights and denial of fundamental rights to
the inmates; (3) misappropriation of funds; and (4)
illegal sale and lease of Ashram properties. The
judge will be assisted by advocate Ms. Sathya Sri
Priya Easwaran of Kochi.

The Madras High Court rejected pleas for dis-
solution of the Trust and the appointment of a
neutral administrator to run the Ashram. Saying the
inquiry should be concluded as early as
possible, Justice K.K. Sasidharan adjourned the
matter to November 4, 2013 for further
proceedings.

How it all started

Five years ago, in issue # 234 of August
2008, Auroville Today published an interview
with author Peter Heehs and a review of his book
The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, which had just been
published in the USA by Columbia University
Press. Some people lauded it as inspiring and
ground-breaking and making Sri Aurobindo
accessible to an entirely new readership. Others
feel that the book denigrates Sri Aurobindo.

Amongst those who object to the book, a
few people took action. On the basis of extracts
of the book compiled by them (the book is not
available in India) they managed to obtain an
interim order from the High Court of Orissa in
Cuttack, to the effect that the book cannot be
published in India until the publisher receives a
No Objection from the Home Ministry and the
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting of the
Government of India.

They also successfully moved the
Government of Orissa to take action against
the book. In April 2009, the Government of
Orissa issued a Government Order that “every
copy of the book .. be forfeited to the
Government” on the grounds that “the book
contains matters that are deliberately and mali-
ciously intended to insult religious beliefs of mil-
lions of Indians who idolize Sri Aurobindo as a
National Hero and incamation of “Almighty” and
which promotes communal dissatisfaction
affecting public peace and tranquillity.”

But they were not successful in instigating
criminal proceedings against Heehs in Orissa, nor
in convincing the Government of India to remove
the author from India. They then petitioned the
High Court of Madras to direct the Managing
Trustee of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, the Regional
Registration Officer of Pondicherry, the Foreigners
Regional Registration Officer in Chennai, and the
Superintendent of Police (North), Pondicherry, to
deport Heehs forthwith. This Writ was dismissed
on 28 April 2010, as the power to grant or refuse
stay in India to a foreigner is the exclusive privilege
of the Government.

The case against the Ashram

Having failed in these attempts, in August
2010 five persons claiming to be inmates of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram (Sraddhalu Ranade, Raman
Reddy, Niranjan Naik, Sudha Sinha, and S.
Ramanathan) filed a so-called ‘leave application’
at the Puducherry District Court against the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram Trust and its Trustees. With
this application the plaintiffs, who are claiming to
be beneficiaries of the Ashram Trust, seek the
leave of the court to institute a suit against the
Ashram Trust and its Trustees which, they claim,
have committed a gross breach of trust by “instead
of promoting Sri Aurobindo’s tenets and philoso-
phy ... continue to harbour, defend and openly
extend support to Mr. Peter Heehs, who authored
The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, a sacrilegious book
...”7. Their views are prominently displayed at the
website www.thelivesofsriaurobindo.com

The stand of the Ashram trustees to the book
and the proposed expulsion of Heehs has been con-
sistently unambiguous. “The Sri Aurobindo
Ashram Trust does not project itself in the role of
dictating to readers and followers of Sri Aurobindo
as to what they should read and what they should
not read. Each person is at complete liberty to
decide for himself whether he finds any book to be
meaningful and useful, or whether he does not find
it to be so, and Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust
respects and has full faith in the intellectual and
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spiritual discernment of the readers. No one should
or needs to force his personal opinions on any other
reader in general, and more particularly on the fol-
lowers of Sri Aurobindo,” wrote Dr. Datta,
Trustee, Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust, in a state-
ment given to the Press. And he added that the
issue whether the author of the book, who has been
in the Ashram since the year 1971, can stay in India
or not is a matter that is entirely and exclusively
within the purview of the Government of India.
The Ashram also clarified that it is not an
organization promoting any kind of fundamental-
ism or standardized conformism. Each individual
should engage himself in a personal quest for spir-
itual Truth and find his own path best suited for
his own inner development. “It cannot be empha-
sized sufficiently that Sri Aurobindo Ashram is a

support to the trustees. [see also Auroville Today
issue # 256 of October 2010.]

The stand of the Sri Aurobindo Society

If these institutions were clear that the
appreciation of the book is a personal matter and
should be left to the individuals, the office
bearers of the Sri Aurobindo Society decided
otherwise. As early as September 2008, a
member-executive of the Sri Aurobindo Society’s
Executive Committee had sent a letter to the
Ashram Trustees in which he writes that “with a
combined effort we have to block completely the
printing of the Indian edition and explore what
can be done to stop the distribution of the
American edition”. He presents The Lives as “a
direct attack of a very hostile and evil force,

The entrance of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram

spiritual institution and not a conventional reli-
gious organisation — something that has been stat-
ed on innumerable occasions by The Mother
Herself and which is also a position that has been
confirmed by the Supreme Court in the famous
Mittal Case [more popularly known as the case of
Auroville against the Sri Aurobindo Society, eds.]

Hence the Ashram has consciously decided nei-

ther to promote this book nor to condemn it. Each
one is left free to read it and appreciate it, or not
read it if the book is not to his or her taste.”

Unfounded allegations

The filing of the case against the Trust and its
Trustees was resented by many members of the
Ashram. The website iyfundamentalism.info,
which deals with Integral Yoga and fundamental-
ism, after examining all the allegations against the
book in great detail, concluded that they are com-
pletely unfounded. “The book is described in the
wildest and most irresponsible terms which do not
correspond to anything Heehs has written. The
effect of this rhetoric is to draw attention away
from the real motive of the petition. The legal
action brought against the current Trustees
attempts to replace the balanced and judicious
men who are long-time direct disciples of Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother with ambitious fig-
ures...This lawsuit is a direct attack upon the
rules, structure and functioning of the Ashram
itself. It is an open attempt to take over the
Ashram.” The website further states that the
efforts to destabilize the Ashram are being openly
assisted by a few other members of the Ashram.

Auroville and the Auroville International
Centres also responded negatively to the filing of
the affidavit against the Ashram. In September
2010, The Working Committee of the Residents’
Assembly sent a letter of solidarity and support
to the Ashram Trustees, and individual
Aurovilians too have written to the Trustees
offering their support. The decision of some
Auroville International centres to dissociate
themselves from one of the main petitioners,
Shraddalu Ranade, was soon followed by the
other centres. In October 2010, they jointly sent
an open letter to the members of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram expressing their concerns
about the legal action instigated by a few mem-
bers of the Ashram community and offering their

which has been able to enter because of our lack
of purity and sincerity, and which is using us as its
instruments to directly malign Sri Aurobindo and
the Mother and to delay their great work of trans-
formation of humanity.”

This view was repeated almost four years
later in an “Important note for all the Members,
Branches & Centres of the Society on the book
‘The Lives of Sri Aurobindo’ by Peter Heehs”
from the Executive Committee of the Sri
Aurobindo Society, published in the June 2012
edition of its A/l India magazine. After stating that
the book contains misrepresentations and distor-
tions and puts down other biographies, it con-
cludes that the Sri Aurobindo Society strongly
disapproves of the book. .

Three court cases now pending

The attacks have been continuing on two
fronts. One is the official one, in the Indian courts.
While the Cuttack High Court is still to give the
parties a hearing before giving its final order on
the banning of the book (no Government Ministry
has given any statement on it), in a separate court
case Heehs has challenged the Orissa
Government Order. In this case, the Court has
asked for clarifications from the Government of
Orissa. Both these cases are pending.

The Puducherry District Court, on February
15, 2011, allowed the Leave Petition. It overruled
the objections of the Ashram that the petition was
not bona fide as those initiating the case were not
representative of the Ashram inmates, had not
stated how they had been affected, and that also
the views of those in favour of the book should be
taken into account, The Ashram subsequently
appealed the decision at the Chennai High Court,
which, for technical reasons, referred the appeal
back to the lower court. However, once again the
lower court rejected the Ashram plea.

The Ashram then appealed to the Chennai
High Court for the second time. The High Court
expressed the view that it is not in a position to
comment on the merits of the book as the petition-
ers (Shraddhalu and others) have not placed it
before the Court. Further, the High Court conclud-
ed that even if the book would denigrate Sri
Aurobindo, there is no breach of trust as the book
has not been published nor is being sold by the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram. It also affirmed that the fact

that Heehs is staying in Ashram premises cannot
be brought within the ambit of breach of trust. But
it then concluded that, as many persons were dis-
turbed by the book, they are espousing not a per-
sonal but a public call, and because of this public
nature of the call, the Leave should be allowed.

The Ashram then appealed against this
verdict with the Supreme Court of India, which
disagreed with the position of the High Court
that, because a few people feel affected, there is a
public call. It ordered notice to the petitioners to
give their views and in the interregnum stayed all
proceedings of the lower court.

The matter is now pending with the Supreme
Court of India.

Taking their fight to the streets

The court cases left many devotees of Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother disgruntled if not
disgusted. However, the court cases are as
nothing compared to the subsequent attacks,
especially those in the last two years.

Some of those who instigated the court
cases started maligning the trustees in public lec-
tures all over India; they brought people from
outside to sit in dharnas (street protests) in front
of the administrative office of the Ashram,
which even led to the physical manhandling of
one of the trustees; they instigated 68 Members
of the Indian Parliament to sign a letter of
enquiry addressed to the Ashram; they started
circulating rumours of sexual misconduct and
misappropriation of funds in the Ashram; and
are suspected to be behind the pasting of posters
all over Pondicherry carrying defamatory and
malicious allegations against and pictorial
representations of the trustees and executives of
the Ashram. They were also instrumental in get-
ting a Member of the Legislative Assembly
(MLA) of the Union Territory of Pondicherry to
help convince the Pondicherry District Collector
to order an enquiry into the allegations against
the Ashram regarding alleged sexual harassment
of women and children, the violation of human
rights and the misappropriation of funds.

Responses

These acts resulted in many responses. One
was from the Working Committee of the
Residents’ Assembly of the Auroville Foundation,
which, on February 29, 2012, made a public
request to Savitri Bhavan to discontinue
Shraddhalu’s talks there — they have since been
suspended. Shraddhalu was also not given permis-
sion to speak about The Lives in a public venue in
Auroville a few months later. As a member of the
Working Committee clarified, “It should be
stressed that the decision of the Working
Committee and the response of the Bharat Nivas
management are not based on the subject of the
announced talk or anyone’s opinion about the con-
troversial book. They are based on such facts as
the following: Sraddhalu is one of those who have
brought a legal case against the Ashram Trust and
who in other less obvious ways have sought to
undermine the Trust and so the Ashram itself. In
addition, he was the spearhead of a movement to
deprive a foreign member of the Ashram of the
privilege of residing in India by pulling strings in
Delhi. The obvious resemblances between these
actions and the heavy-handedness of the Sri
Aurobindo Society during the 1970s should not be
lost on any Aurovilian.”

In August that year, the office bearers of the
Sri Aurobindo Society issued a plea that all sides
call a halt and “sit down together, introspect and
talk to each other to hammer out a final solution
with trust and an open heart.” Given the public
stand and partisan stance of the Society against
Heeh’s book issued only two months earlier, the
plea has not been well-received.

Others supporting the Ashram trustees also
fought back. The Golden Chain Fraternity, the
organisation of the alumni of the Sri Aurobindo
International Center of Education (SAICE),
issued statements of support to the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram in an attempt “to ensure that external
interference into the internal affairs of the Ashram
is brought to an end.” A number of websites were
created ‘to expose the lies of Shraddhalu and
friends’ such as Auroleaks and Well-Wishers of
Sri Aurobindo Ashram.

Also the parents and guardians of SAICE stu-
dents took action. Aggrieved by the posters in
which anti-Ashram elements had alleged that
SAICE was allowing the sexual harassment of
children, several of them sent letters to the
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Lt. Governor, the Chief Minister and the Chief
Secretary of the Government of Puducherry,
stating that their children have not suffered any
form of harassment or molestation. “Rather, there
is a strong shared sense of safety and protection of
our children in this school. Implicit in our decision
to send our children to this school are our faith in
The Mother and our trust in the School’s manage-
ment and the Ashram’s Trustees.” The parents
urge that steps are taken to stop the defamatory
accusations immediately.

The Puducherry government then agreed to
order an inquiry into the posters put up against the
Sri Aurobindo Ashram and assured that those
responsible for it will be brought to book.
However, at the time this article was written, no
suspects had been apprehended.

The present case

Acting on the allegations of the MLA about
financial mismanagement and other irregularities
in the Ashram, the Puducherry Chief Minister
told the assembly that his government would take
a decision as regards appointing administrators to
oversee the trust’s functioning,.

The announcement triggered protests. A
group of around 120 aggrieved inmates of the
Ashram and other disciples of Sri Aurobindo
lodged their displeasure to the MLA who raised
the issue, stating their opinion that “there is a cal-
culated attempt being made by a few disgruntled
and misguided members in the community with
active help from outside to wrest power from the
present board of trustees.” They pointed out that
the allegations are completely false and baseless,
that there is not a shred of evidence to point to
foul play and that, just because some people
make noise, it doesn’t mean something is wrong.

The Ashram challenged the inquiry by the
District Collector of Puducherry at the Chennai
High Court. Not because the Ashram was against
an inquiry into the complaints, but because the
enquiry would be conducted by the Collector, who,
said the Ashram, had a pre-determined mind as
was evidenced by the fact that the Collector had
changed his regular counsel and, instead, had hired
the same counsel who was also representing the lit-
igants in cases against the Ashram. Then Justice
K.K.Sasidharan, after getting the consent of the

Ashram and the Government of Puducherry, decid-

ed that a retired High Court judge could be the
inquiry officer, and a few weeks later appointed
Justice Raman to conduct the investigation. This
judgement was appealed by persons against the
Ashram who had impleaded themselves in the
case; but it was upheld by the Madras High Court.

The inquiry

The Ashram is happy with Justice
Sasidharan’s order. “We are never afraid of facing
any inquiry. We were concerned with the unfair
and partisan manner in which the inquiry was
sought to be conducted by the District Collector,”
said a representative of the Trust. Moreover, in the
past similar allegations have been made against the
Ashram and official enquiries which probed into
these allegations have found them to be utterly
false. The allegations with regard to human rights
violation, for example, had already been investigat-
ed by the National Human Rights® Commission,
which found them baseless. Similarly, in the past
the National Commission for Women, after a
detailed investigation, had also dismissed com-
plaints of sexual abuses in the Ashram and had
observed “that there appeared to be a malicious
design in the manner in which the complaints have
been lodged.”

The Golden Chain Fraternity, in a recent state-
ment, called on all its members “to write to the
enquiry officer and get registered any evidence for
Ashram’s well-being. This is especially addressed
to the women students who have benefited so
much over the years. It would be woe unto us if we
don’t do our best now.” It appealed to the office
bearers of the Sri Aurobindo Society to mobilise its
branches and get a resolution passed by every
branch of the society against the false charges
against the Ashram trustees. It also asked
Auroville’s Working Committee, after calling for a
General Assembly meeting, to do likewise. Lastly,
it requested all devotees, admirers and well wishers
of the Ashram to wake up and write to the enquiry
officer and categorically state that all allegations
made are evil and false.

What is behind

The attacks, obviously, have no longer any-
thing to do with the book The Lives of Sri
Aurobindo. “One can reasonably assert that it is not
the controversial book of Peter Heehs, but the

move to remodel the constitution of Sri Aurobindo
Ashram Trust that constitutes the hostile attack on
Her Work,” wrote Govardhan Dave, a senior and
scholarly disciple of Sri Aurobindo who was in
close touch with Ambalal Purani and considered to
be M.P. Pandit’s right hand man in Gujarat. In his
long article “A Factual Analysis on the Present
Controversy” he concludes that the promoters and
monitors of this agitation intend to replace the pre-
sent management of this Ashram by what they call
a broad-based and democratic organizational set-
up. “They propose to involve in this set-up the par-
ticipation of the devotees who are associated with
the Sri Aurobindo Society and its Branches and
Centres all over the world, besides the Ashramites,
all Aurobindonians, mysteriously excluding the
participation of Aurovilians in this venture.” He
then explains that “The Mother, in her mission to
make even the managerial and organizational work
a part of Yogic Discipline, had initiated in the
Ashram a new mode of administration of its affairs
oriented towards promoting inner governance that
would be receptive to the guidance of Higher
Consciousness. ...The immediate consequence of
this apparently innocent proposal [fo make the pre-
sent management of the Ashram more democratic,
eds.] would be to shelve arbitrarily the experiment
initiated by the Mother and revert to the organiza-
tional set-up having its faith in the mode of external
governance and in the well-set mechanisms. This
would amount to disowning the Mother. Secondly,
the prescription of broad-based democratic set-up
would open the gates for the rule of the mobs under
the glamorous garb of Democracy, which is at the
root of the evils that we are presently suffering in

our country and even in the world at large. Finally,
it would lead to institutionalizing the teachings of
Sri Aurobindo, which might culminate into devel-
oping a well-knit Religion in his name and brand, a
Religion that would fall in line with some of the
existing Religions in the world,” argued Dave, and
concluded, “It is exactly what should not happen as
far as Mother’s work is concerned.”

This is also the view of a group called “The
Well-Wishers of Sri Aurobindo Ashram”, consist-
ing of long-standing devotees in Pondicherry,
Tamil Nadu, India and abroad. In a Notice pub-
lished in the newspaper ‘The Hindu’ on August,
3rd, 2013, they informed the public that “over the
past several months some vested interests (a hand-
ful of disgruntled inmates supported by outsiders)
are trying to seize control of Sri Aurobindo
Ashram by launching a vicious and malafide cam-
paign against it ... It is our firm belief that these
vested interests are trying to take control of the
Ashram for their personal gain. We strongly con-
demn such selfish motives and actions and extend
our full support to the Sri Aurobindo Ashram and
its office bearers.”

Carel

For more information consult the following web-
siles:

ivfimdamentalism.info
http:/iwellwishersofsaa.wordpress.com
http://auroleaks.wordpress.com
www.thelivesofsriaurobindo.com
hitp:/fintegralvogaimpostor.wordpress.com
http://qted.wordpress.com for the article of
Govindhan Darve

/

ashram-responds-to-mps

- The Letter of 68 MPs

In July 2012, in a 14-page letter with 12 appendixes, the Sri Aurobindo Ashram responded to the
letter of 68 MP’s of May 22nd, 2012, seeking clarifications of what they alleged was the
‘mismanagement of the Heehs affair.” The letter of the 68 MPs had been annexed to a letter to the
Ashram of ex-MP Shri Kartikeshwar Patra. However, though asked to furnish the list of the names
and addresses and the contact numbers of these MPs, so that the Ashram could send the MPs the
required explanations directly, this list was not provided by Shri Kartikeshwar Patra. It was found
later that the signatures of two MPs had been affixed twice. That, and the fact that none of the MPs
has so far responded to the reply of the Ashram, has cast doubts on the authenticity of the MPs’
letter. The response of the Ashram can be read at http://auroleaks.wordpress.com/2012/10/19/
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Growing Sadhana Forests in India and abroad

ENVIRONMENT

continued from page 1

Aviram explains that when plan-
ning food forests with a local popula-
tion, it, is necessary to first analyze
what are the nutritional needs — what
they have and don’t have in their diet
and what should be supplemented. In
Haiti, the problem is basically protein.
“Our approach was to bring trees that

have seeds or nuts that are very rich in -

.protein, such as the Maya nut, an

PHOTO COURTESY SADHANA FOREST

indigenous tree of Haiti that went
extinct, which we have brought back
to Haiti from Mexico. In Samburu
County, Kenya, protein is not a prob-
lem. What they need is vitamins and
minerals. So together with the Kenya
Forest Service, we researched and
identified 18 indigenous species which
are high in vitamins and minerals
which we will plant.”

Are these projects in Haiti and
Kenya independent of Auroville?
Aviram explains that while the
Sadhana Forests in Haiti and Kenya
are registered as international NGOs
through which donations for those
projects are passed, they are tied into
Auroville as much as possible. “We

feel that this is our expression of
human unity. In Haiti, we are the offi-
cial liaison  with Auroville
International. In Kenya, we have not
started yet, but when we start we will
find a way to tie it with Auroville as
closely as we can. Auroville
International has been very supportive
of our work both in Haiti and in
Kenya. We feel that Auroville is not

just a physical place, but a
perceptual place which can be
expanded beyond its physical

boundaries.”

Sadhana Forest work in India

Sadhana Forest also extends to
other parts of India. “In Madhya
Pradesh in a place called
Omkareshwar, an island in the
Narmada River, we’ve created a beau-
tiful piece of forest. Also in Madhya
Pradesh, we are doing a water
conservation project in a place called
Luniyakhedi, near Ujjain. We made
one big earth dam in February, and we
will go back there at the end of
Qctober to do another one, and later it
will be planted around. We’ve also

Sadhana Forest Kenya - Community meeting

Sadhana Forest Kenya - Designing the land

trained a lot of people from India who
come here and stay with us for some
time and then go back to their place to
do work.”

Research

Research in Sadhana Forest is
more an applied research as they have
learned and experimented while
working on the land. Aviram explains
that they no longer plant in holes in
the ground, but in heaps above the
ground, which they have found is
much more cost effective and gives a
better survival rate. They have also
experimented with wick irrigation,
which consists of using reused plastic
bottles with a wick that drips the
water very slowly underneath the tree
without any evaporation. This tech-
nique was introduced two years ago
and it is working very well. The area
currently being planted is very diffi-
cult terrain, full of pebbles, a very
hard and dry soil. But using this tech-
nique it is now full of thousands of
trees.
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Sadhana Forest is also conducting
research together with the University
of Lausanne in Switzerland on oxalo-
genesis, which is a phenomenon in
which trees take carbon from the air,
and fix it into the ground as calcium
carbonate, limestone. Even if you cut
the tree and burn it, the carbon would
stay in the ground. Aviram explains
that is a very important discovery vis-
a-vis global warming. Sadhana Forest
in Auroville is now mainly planting
four species of oxalogenic trees that
are part of the Tropical Dry Forest
indigenous to this area, as well as a
few oxalogenic species that are
indigenous to other parts of India, and
will follow their growth and the soil
composition for the next few years.
There is also a master’s student volun-
teer doing research on oxalogenesis in
Haiti, and soon there will be a Ph.D.
student doing research on this as well.

Aviram explains that indigenous
reforestation is not a profit-making
venture, so all the funds for Sadhana
Forest come from donations, mainly

private.

In terms of government
money, Sadhana Forest got one grant a
few years ago from the German

government, through  Auroville
International Germany, to build the
staff quarters and the training centre.
For the new project in Kenya, they
have just received approval of a grant
request for $50,000 from the United
Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) to start the project. The
project in Haiti is funded by two
donors, one a French foundation and
the other a French company that does
processing of organic food. For
Auroville, Sadhana Forest has depend-
ed mainly on private donations, which
are routed through the Unity Fund.
Aviram explains, “It has been a strug-
gle all along with the money and it is
still a big struggle. But we feel support-
ed, and as we know we are doing our
best, we hope that the Divine will sup-
port us. Until now it has been okay.”
Larry
Jfor more information contact
http.//sadhanaforest.org
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Free electricity in a money-less society

n November 2012, Auroville Today

reported about the work of Varuna. Its

main aim is to create a green energy park

for Auroville which will be able to meet

fully Auroville’s energy-consumption
requirements. The second aim is to build and
operate a small desalination plant which can sup-
ply drinking water to the nearby villages and
Auroville, as well as provide water for the future
Matrimandir Lake. The third aim is to support a
money-less society in Auroville by providing
electricity free of cost, first to all service units and
later to individuals and other units.

Varuna has progressed well on all fronts. Its
objective to create a green energy park for
Auroville is nearing fulfilment now that it owns a
wind park consisting of four wind generators,
while a fifth one will be connected to the grid
early 2014. Together, the five wind generators
will produce about 88 lakhs kWh of electricity,
more than double the present energy require-
ments of Auroville of about 35 lakhs kWh per
year.

On the second aim, progress is also being
made. A Detailed Project Report (DPR) has been
made and work is in progress to define the exact
type of installation best suited to Auroville. In
2014, Varuna will start the process of obtaining
permissions from the various authorities to install
and operate the plant and for pumping the water
up to Auroville. As the salinization of the aquifer
in various beach communities is already happen-
ing, this development will soon become urgent.

Varuna has not been successful in obtaining
permission for the “wheeling’ of the energy pro-
duced by the wind generators to Auroville.
‘Wheeling’ means that Auroville would be able
to use free in Auroville the equivalent of what has
been put into the grid by the wind generators,
minus an administrative fee. According to the
regulations of the Tamil Nadu Electricity Board
(TNEB), wheeling can only be done into High
Tension networks, not into the many Low
Tension connections of Auroville. For this rea-
son, Varuna has been selling the energy its wind-
mills produce and has been making donations to
Auroville to pay for its electricity bills.

This solution, however, is costly as current is
sold to the TNEB at an average price of Rs 3 per
KWh while many of the Auroville services pay
around 7 Rs per KWh. To solve this problem,
Varuna is supporting a HT network being
installed in Auroville so that wheeling will
become possible. [See the article Battling the
power cuts: opportunities for sustainable energy
solutions in AVToday # 283 of February 2013.]
This network would also allow Auroville to
apply for a dedicated feeder, which would lead to
almost uninterrupted power supply.

In August this year, Varuna decided to
extend the benefits of free electricity to those
communities (residential connections, pumps and
other joint community installations) that would

" be the first to be connected to the HT network so

that, when the conversion to HT would take
place, the residents would not be financially
affected as the HT tariffs are substantially higher
than LT tariffs. As a next step, from October
onwards, Varuna will cover the full electricity
bill of all Aurovilians currently receiving a main-
tenance from City Services. Ultimately, Varuna
intends to provide free electricity to residential
connections all over Auroville so that disparities
between those who are and those who are not
supported will disappear. It is also the intention
that, in due time, those who are not connected to
the grid and rely on solar energy will be support-
ed, for example by a free replacement of solar
panels or batteries.

Objections to free electricity

Varuna’s decision to provide free electrici-
ty to residential communities has not gone
unchallenged. In a letter to the BCC, residents
of Grace community wrote, “While most of us
felt grateful to the generosity of Varuna, many
of us felt a tinge of discomfort, knowing the
possibilities of disastrous effects which energy
subsidies are prone to bring.” They added that
electrical or energy subsidies are considered by
economists and environmental experts as the
worst incentive for the welfare of humanity.
“From the electrical subsidy to farmers in
Tamil Nadu to petrol subsidy in gulf countries,
these subsidies have contributed towards abu-
sive use of resources affecting adversely well-
being, economy and environment. In an evolv-
ing humanity living in Auroville, a subsidy on
electricity can push us back by encouraging
conspicuous consumption unhindered by any
restraint.”
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A second argument against the electricity
subsidy is “the growing trend to view people as
users rather than beneficiaries. A relationship as a
user trusts the wisdom of people to decide what is
good for them. In a system of beneficiaries, the
state or a few people decide what is good for peo-
ple. In our case, the Varuna management has
decided what is good for all of us. Along with the
welcome sweetener of generosity there is a con-
cern for settling in a collective obesity,” wrote the
residents. They proposed that electrical subsidy
for all services, units and individuals be discontin-
ued as soon as possible, and instead, an additional
maintenance be made available to all residents to
decide for themselves what to spend it on. Stating
that the Auroville maintenance, which at present
amounts to an average Rs 8,000 a month, is
“miniscule in comparison to current remunera-
tions prevailing in India — a peon in Auroville
Foundation office is paid nearly Rs.15,000 per
month, and the lowest income tax limit is
Rs.16,500 per month”, they propose that the
maintenance is increased by about Rs.2,000 per
month, to be funded from the pool of resources
created by Varuna. “With this daily needs pack-
age, each of us will get a freedom to choose our
most needed item. A flexibility to choose will
empower us to make a conscious choice as per
our needs.”

Counter arguments

“The views expressed by the Grace commu-
nity deserve close scrutiny,” says Michael
Bonke, one of the executives of Varuna. “For
they touch upon one of the basic tenets of
Auroville, that of a money-less society. That
tenet was put by The Mother herself when she
said that “There won’t be any exchange of
money in Auroville. It is only with the outside
world that Auroville will have money relations.
Money will be no more the Sovereign Lord;
individual value will have a greater importance
than the value due to material wealth and social
position.” It is for this reason that Auroville has
decided to supply maintenance in a cash and a
kind component, and has been bearing the costs
of many Auroville service units so that each of
them could provide their services to the
Aurovilians free of charge or at lower rates. It is
also for this reason that the BCC decided to pay
—up to a certain maximum — the electricity bills
of those who are working for services, which
means that most of these people don’t pay any
longer for electricity. Varuna is simply following
and extending this scheme. So the argument that
‘the state or few people decide what is good for
people’ has in my view no validity. The BCC
and Varuna are simply trying to implement the
directives of The Mother, the founder of
Auroville. This is not a ‘big brother” attitude.”

“T also do not agree with the argument that
providing free electricity is tantamount to promot-
ing waste. The example has been given of the
abuse of free electricity by farmers in Tamil
Nadu. Here, a money-less approach was planted
in a money-driven society. This cannot work. As
long as the basic thought and behaviour patterns
are dominantly money-based, one cannot expect a
consciousness or subtle behaviour pattern to come
up, as it would in a money-less society. In a
money-driven society, money is indeed the only
effective regulating force which can prevent
wastage.

“But in a money-less society, the rules of a
money-driven society should no longer apply.
Once it is clear that electricity, water and food are
common commodities, free for all but at a cost for
the community, the justification for a non-caring
aftitude is gone. For each Aurovilian uses a collec-
tive value and is forced to cherish it. It is no longer
*his electricity’, ‘his water’, ‘his food’, which he
pays for and uses or abuses as he deems fit. A
responsibility for the collective is intrinsically
linked to a collective-based economy.

“The “promoting waste” argument also does
not hold if we look at Auroville’s experience of
providing free electricity to many Auroville ser-
vices over the last two vears. We have seen no
noticeable increase in the electricity consumption
by any of the services. This shows a very respon-
sible attitude and we may assume that the individ-
ual Aurovilians too will not start wasting common
commodities once there is no personal financial
disadvantage in doing so. Some people may fear
that Aurovilians will leave their lights on when
they leave the house and their windows open
while running air conditioners once electricity is
free. They evidently believe the average
Aurovilian to be a careless, unconscious person.
But I do not think that this is a true reflection of
the state of the Aurovilians.

“The second argument, that electrical or ener-
gy subsidies are considered by economists and
environmentalists as the worst incentive for wel-
fare of humanity, is a generalisation. There are
many examples where electricity subsidy has cre-
ated a booming industry. Silicon Valley in
California, for example, came into existence due
to the immense volumes of electricity generated
by the big waterfalls near San Francisco and the
decision of the municipality of San Francisco to
provide electricity at low costs. Today, the income
of this area from the computer and software
industry must be more then a million times higher
then the total subsidy.

The boons of free electricity

“T expect that in Auroville, free electricity will
lead to an increase of electricity consumption. For
commercial and service units, it would be an
opportunity to mechanise and increase their pro-
ductivity, and so benefit the development of
Auroville. For the individual Aurovilians too it
will be a boon. For the consumption of electricity
in today’s Auroville is suppressed due to the
poverty of Aurovilians. There are many
Aurovilians who suffer from the heat and for
whom dealing with the heat is one of the main
challenges of every day life. Yet, they cannot
afford an air conditioner — the rich Aurovilians
can — as their maintenance does not allow for the
purchase and for paying the running costs. But
this is an unfair situation. If these Aurovilians
would be able to find the funds to install an air-
conditioner, the electricity to run them should also
be supplied free of charge so that they can lead a
more productive life and can better focus on the
main reasons for being in Auroville. It would be
perverse to use the poverty in Auroville to justify
high principles like simple living and caring for
our environment. This is the more so as Varuna’s
wind generators are generating already more than
double the energy required by Auroville and the
energy supplied is green, being generated by
wind-power,

“To monitor consumption, I propose that a
monitoring system is created, where each
Aurovilian will get a graph of the development of
his electricity consumption along with his bi-
monthly consumption statement. A computer pro-
gramme will indicate excessive consumption or
fraud. I would be against installing a bureaucracy
with rules and regulations, substituting the
money-pressure.

Developing a money-less society

“The basic idea of a money-less economy in
Auroville is that the motivation to work, to care, to
make an effort, is not originated from the desire
for money. If we want to install a money-less
economy on a money-based consciousness, we
will fail. Either we manage to change the econo-
my along with our consciousness, or Auroville
will remain a society like any other.

“Today, Auroville’s economy is still based on
a monetary system. In fact the influence money
has on the individual life in Auroville is the same
as in the outside world. Their monetary situation
governs people’s living standard, their work, their
children’s education, their type of holidays etc.
The maintenance system, moreover, does not
even provide for many Aurovilians the possibility
to live a decent life. Aurovilians are often forced
to leave Auroville for some time, in order to earn
money outside of Auroville, to make ends meet.

“Auroville will need to replace the money-
based social system by something else. It will
depend on this ‘something else” whether the new
society will be superior to the money-based soci-
ety, and then the new system will spread, or
whether the new form of society will not be fit for
life in the global competition of micro- and
macro-societies.

“The main question now is; What is the
‘something else’ which will replace the regulatory
and organising power of money? The Mother had
given the answer in very clear terms: All rules in
Auroville should finally be replaced by a higher
consciousness. It is the direct contact with the
higher consciousness which will bring the change.
Once the higher consciousness takes over, the reg-
ulating and organising force of money will no
more be needed.

“One may argue that this direct contact with a
higher consciousness is still not there, so if we try
to abolish money in Auroville as the main regulat-
ing agency, then wastage and chaos will be the
result. But that is not a good argument for a soci-
ety which aims at creating a new form of collec-
tive life. A courageous approach, ready to face set
backs and defeats is called for.”

Michael Bonke, in conversation with Carel
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Auroville services. From top: The Kailash healing Cen

Distribution Center; The Nandini outlet; an
















