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During the last decade, new forms of international cooperation, aid
and sustainable development have been experimented with. One of
those experiments is Asia Urbs, an initiative of the European
Commission. Asia Urbs is based upon the premise that cities and
large towns have common or related problems but that often they
don't share their experience or accumulated wisdom. Consequently,
the Asia Urbs programme was set up to promote partnerships
between cities in Europe and Asia which would lead to long-term
cooperation in areas like energy generation, waste management,
urban planning, environmental protection and heritage preservation.
To date, forty-five partnerships exist between European and South
or East Asian cities: ten of these partnerships are with Indian cities.

Many of these partners, both
European and Indian, attended the
Asia Urbs conference in Auroville,
along with a number of other cities
and towns which are actively seek-
ing partners.

What common themes emerged?
One was the inability of govern-
ments and State Sector enterprises
alone to cope with many of the mal-
adies of modern urbanism - social
disintegration, ethnic violence,
drugs and crime, pollution, the
destruction of the environment etc.
A key response here was devolution
— devolving power to local commu-
nities to allow them to make deci-
sions about the issues which affect
them most. This can take many
forms. In Vyara, a town in Gujurat,
the local citizens group (made up of
80% of the electorate) is represented
on all important civic bodies. Under
the influence of this participatory
local government, only 22% of the
total income of the town goes to
staff expenses (45% is the norm in
India), elected representatives pay
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for their own travel and upkeep even
while on city business, and tax
recovery has averaged 95% over the
past three years. All this has allowed
this small town (population 36,000)
to construct a swimming pool and
health center open to all citizens, an
old peoples’ recreation center, and a
70-bed hospital.

Last year, Gujurat was the scene of a
massive  earthquake.  Sandeep
Virmani used his presentation to
demonstrate how people’s power in
Kutch has helped make the recon-
struction process appropriate to local
needs. In many villages, for exam-
ple, the village committee (contain-
ing many women) surveys the hous-
ing needs, receives grants from the
government, then purchases and dis-
tributes construction materials to the
inhabitants, many of whom help in
the design and construction of their
own houses. In one village, 350 fam-
ilies chose five from among them-
selves to form a judicial ‘Panch’
which they empowered to settle all
disputes.
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The process of devolution has
been encouraged by the 74th
Amendment to  the Indian
Constitution under which the gov-
ernment created, in 1994, a ‘Third
Tier’ of local government inspired
by the old ‘Panchayat Raj’ system.
This has not only allowed munici-
palities more control over their own
development, it also has encouraged
some of them to devolve certain
responsibilities to their citizens.
Meanwhile, Hans Elemans, mayor
of a suburb of Rotterdam in the
Netherlands, has initiated a ‘bottom-
up’ approach to solving racial ten-
sions, high unemployment, poor
housing and other social problems.
The municipality actively elicits
ideas from marginalized sections of
the population about how their situa-
tion can be improved. It then tries to
act upon them, like demolishing
30% of the old tenements and build-
ing affordable but more varied
accommodation. For other European
cities represented at the conference
devolution was more about transfer-
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S0 many smiling faces.

As is normal, there were glitches and
in communication but,
somehow, whatever the chaos and
panic behind the curtain, everything
smoothly out front - so
much so that one delegate from the
West, well seasoned in such affairs,
stated that he'd never attended a
better-organized conference.

an opportunity for
who didn't know each other, or who
didn't normally work together,
unite in a spirit of service the con-
ference was a gift. But what of the
background to Asia Urbs and what of
the proceedings
how did the participants respond to
their brief encounter with Auroville
and the Aurovilians?

In this issue we provide a glimpse of
fascinating

Aurovilians

to

themselves? And

few days in late

Panel presentation in the Sri Aurobindo Auditorium of Bharat Nivas

ring State-run projects to the private
sector.

The trend towards devolution has
been accelerated by the revolution in
Information Technology (I.T.). This
has vastly increased the possibility
of disseminating information and of
on-line debate, thus allowing more
people than ever before to feel they
are 'plugged in'. Anna Lisa Boni
from Brussels expanded upon this in
her presentation on ‘telecities’. This
is an open electronic network
through which over 120 European
cities share experiences and help
each other develop practical solu-
tions to problems.

I.T. is also going down big in India
where the first step in urban renewal
and development is often the com-
puterization of existing records. In
towns like Guntur, Ramagundam
and Mirzapur this has facilitated the
collection of taxes —a major concern
for cash-starved urban centers. L.T.
is also being used to increase munic-

ipal transparency: in the above
towns, the progress of complaints,
building permissions, municipal pro-
jects etc. can be tracked on the
municipal website.
Another major theme of the confer-
ence was sustainable development,
or development which enhances
rather than exploits the environment.
In this context, Jan Dictus presented
the ‘Eco-Business Plan for Vienna’.
The 240 participating companies
learn about environmental audits,
about how they can increase produc-
tivity and profitability through envi-
ronmentally-sensitive practices, and
they receive subsidies to assist them
in the ‘greening’ of their businesses.
So far the saving to Vienna
Corporation has been 90,000 kg of
non-hazardous waste, over 12,000
kg of carbon dioxide emissions and
27,000 hours of kilowatt energy.
Chennai is Vienna’s partner in this
project. In Chennai some of the
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ORGANISATION

Chairman's push results in new
Working Committee

It required the personal intervention of Dr. Kireet Joshi, the chairman of the Auroville Foundation, for
the community to come up with a new Working Committee. It will hold office till September 10th.

r the last few months,
FOAuroville’s internal organization
has come close to being dysfunc-
tional: the Executive Committee had
ceased to exist and the Working
Committee had been reduced to one
person. The community was waiting
for a new internal organization to take
shape to remedy the situation. But
when, in a General Meeting on
February 131, the sixth draft of a pro-
posal for a revised internal organization
(Towards a Divine Anarchy), failed to
achieve consensus, it became clear that
the wait was not over. Would the dys-
functional situation continue as well?
Dr. Kireet Joshi, the Chairman of the
Auroville Foundation, strongly object-
ed. He insisted that the community
select a new Working Committee
immediately. He therefore convened on
February 2274 an extraordinary meet-
ing of the Residents” Assembly. A sub-
sequent public notice from the office of
the Secretary of the Auroville
Foundation allayed fears that the
Chairman would intervene in the ‘inter-
nal workings’ of the community.
Stressing that the current situation has
risen to the level of an emergency, the
object of the meeting was to encourage
the Residents” Assembly to take up its
responsibilities and form the Working
Committee immediately, so that the
process to come to a revised organiza-
tional structure could continue unim-
peded.

ENVIRONMENT

Addressing the meeting, Dr. Kireet
Joshi emphasized the urgent necessity
for Auroville to get its act together. He
reiterated that the Auroville Foundation
Act, at the explicit request of the then
Prime Minister of India Ms. Indira
Gandhi, was drawn up in such a way
that the Government does not control
Auroville and that the members of
Auroville are free to develop Auroville
according to the Charter of Auroville.
“There was,” he recounted, “at the time
a great pressure to provide in the Act
for a committee of non-Aurovilians
nominated by the Government to take
decisions. I was able to resist this and
explained to the Government that the
residents of Auroville should be free to
decide the manner in which they want
to manage their affairs and that the Act
should not contain any prescriptions
that might curtail the freedom of the
experimentation of Auroville. This is
based on the ideals which the Sri
Aurobindo has put forward in his book
The Human Cycle, in the chapter The
Ideal Law of Social Development. This
law has never been implemented in
world history, and Auroville should be
the place where Sri Aurobindo’s ideal
can become implemented. The
Government accepted this argument
and that is why the Foundation Act
specifies that the residents of Auroville
are free to determine the process by
which they want to constitute their
Working Committee and to determine

the form of governance that they want
for Auroville. But even after the Act
was passed the attempts to control
Auroville from the outside have not
diminished. It is for this reason, in the
years that T have been here with you,
that I have been stressing that an appro-
priate internal organization should
come up in Auroville as a result of
which no group, no government pres-
sure, no political party and nobody can
have the power to disturb the freedom
of the Residents Assembly. It was from
this point of view that the Governing
Board constituted a Unity Committee
which recently produced the document
Towards a Divine Anarchy draft VI
which is now further being discussed
by the community. For it has become
urgent that the community has its inter-
nal organization in place, that it has a
clear decision-making process, that
decisions have legitimacy and can be
implemented. There are many deci-
sions that are not being taken, leading
to injustices; there are many problems
that remain without Solutions; as no
decisions are being taken, false devel-
opments happen in consequence. This
cannot continue. If this situation would
continue, the Governing Board will
have no other option than one day to
take the whole power in its own hands.
This Governing Board would not like
to do that, as it is very dedicated to this
idea of freedom.

While the discussions to come to a suit-

able internal organization should con-
tinue, today’s immediate need is to
have a proper Working Committee in
place which would hold cffice until the
community has agreed on a new inter-
nal organization.”

Dr. Kireet Joshi then made a proposal
about how to select a new Working
Committee. As voting, in his opinion,
leads to polarization, he proposed that
each Aurovilian nominates one person
and that the persons who receive the
highest nominations constitute from
amongst themselves the new Working
Committee. The Residents” Assembly,
after some discussion, amended this
proposal to the effect that each
Aurovilian bring out two nominations,
one for a woman and one for a man.
and that the 30 highest nominees
endeavor to constitute a gender-bal-
anced Working Committee.

The nomination process started a week
later, A total of 1056 forms were dis-
tributed to Aurovilians of 18 year and
older, but less than 45% of them filled
them in. More than 100 people were
nominated; but only one person
received over 90 nominations, and two
persons received between 40 and 55
nominations. None of the others
received a significant number of votes.
It took two meetings for the top 37 peo-
ple (position 30 was shared by 8 peo-
ple) to select from amongst themselves
a new Working Committee. Do we
want experienced or new people? The

European

t was 3 years ago that a project
Ibcgah to take shape, in the midst of

much ongoing Auroville green-
work, to secure major funding for
extensive ecosystem management. A
proposal was draft-

Union supports TDEF project

the north and south of the City area,
along with bunding and checkdam
work needed to combat soil erosion
and enhance groundwater percolation.
Other aspects directly related to our

ed and submitted
to the EU, with the
help of Martin
Littlewood
(Auroville
International UK)
and Greta Jensen
(consultant), and
has now been
approved, with the
funds ready and
available for the
beginnings of pro-
ject implementa-
tion. The total pro-
ject budget is euros
560,000 to be
invested over 3 years,

representing euros 450,000 sanctioned
and the rest to be found in additional
matching funds.

Joss and Anita of Pitchandikulam,
Paul, Jaap, Walter, Glenn, Dirk, Mike,
Gemma, now joined by Paula (a
Newcomer to Auroville), will embody
our own pool of human resources. This
team from Auroville is enhanced by
participation from Mr. Abdul Kareem
of FRLHT Bangalore (Foundation for
Revitalization of Local Health
Traditions), Mr. A.N. Sharma, of the
Institute of Rural Management, and
Ms. Manjula whose work with Irula
tribal women in the Chingleput area
has proved very successful.

The project is designed to support the
planting of 75,000 trees within
Auroville, fortifying AV forest gene
banks in designated sanctuary areas to
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own development is the partial fund-
ing for the new herbarium, under
Walter’'s direction, at the new
Botanical Gardens site.

The project also focuses on work in the
Auroville bioregion, specifically to the
north of Kaluveli Tank and its water-
shed. The objective is to “bring back
forests on forest land”, in Joss’ words.
In the present environmental circum-
stances only very small pockets of nat-
ural TDEF remain in the coastal
regions, in patches of reserved forest,
sacred groves, and in hillside gullies to
elevations of about 500 metres. These
latter have survived intact primarily in
riparian microclimates, where season-
al streams ensure seed dispersal and
natural topography limits access to
grazing, cultivation, and fuel wood
harvesting. Already in colonial times,

only an estimated 0.1% of this TDEF
ecosystem was in evidence. Joss hopes
that in 50 years it will be possible to
recreate climax tropical dry evergreen
forest (TDEF) previously found pre-
dominantly along the coast of Tamil
Nadu. In order to achieve this aim the
project will coordinate and collaborate
closely with Tamil Nadu State Forest
Department officials. Auroville is
already quite advanced in the work of
identifying existing remnant species,
with already 30 years of input, the
most detailed in the last 10 years.

The project hopes to develop a strategy
of shared forest management, concen-
trating efforts of reintroduction and
proper management on government
reserve lands, paramboke lands (com-
mon land), temple lands and tank
bunds. Methodology will involve iden-
tifying the 50 most threatened forest
species, continuing botanical surveys
of existing species, listing which
species are best for reintroduction,
devising effective systems of monitor-
ing and implementing approaches to
participatory community management.
A question that needs addressing is
“why have other joint forestry man-
agement projects not been success-
ful?” Joss feels that many such pro-
jects are too “donor motivated,” and
the role of good leaders on the local
level is of prime importance, to con-
vince local people of the intrinsic
value of properly managed resources.
Incentives to motivate committed par-
ticipation take the form of micro pro-
jects for income generation: timber
and fodder lots, cultivation and sale of
medicinal plants, and possibly even
eco-tourism.

Near to Marrakanam, adjacent to the
village of Kurrupuram, there is an area

of 250 acres of government reserve
forest. Nearby there was an additional
200 acres which the forest corporation
cleared in 1973 for “commercial
forestry”, planting eucalyptus, acacia,
and some cashew trees. Natural
regrowth is significant in these planta-
tions, and there is a possibility that it
could become a medicinal plant devel-
opment area. It is also envisioned to
create nearby an “interpretation and
training center”, displaying aspects of
the life sciences, a traditional medicine
dispensary, and demonstration and
ethno-medicinal gardens. In the nearby
reserve forest, students could explore
the rich diversity of the TDEF, for
example, useful and interesting under-
story plants, carnivorous insect eating
plants, wild ground orchids, and tradi-
tional medicinal plants such as elumb-
huti, used to help set broken bones.
Jaap, who lives in and helps to manage
Auroville’s southern sanctuary area, is
helping to coordinate the very techni-
cal application of global satellite imag-
ing with help from ISRO (Indian
Space Research Organization). With
this sophisticated tool it will be possi-
ble to map the entire Kaluveli biore-
gion’s vegetative and watershed pat-
terns, and apply strategies for inputs
taking into account the overall picture.
This project component coincides with
the interests and co-funding of the
Asia Urbs joint cities development
project, recently introduced through
Aurovile’s planning office and
Aurofuture.

The first step will be a CAMP (conser-
vation assessment management plan)
workshop at Pitchandikulam Bio-
resource Centre in March, with
FRLHT who already have much expe-
rience in prioritizing the threat status

Dr. Kireet Joshi

final choice was a combination of both.
The new Working Committee consists
of two experienced Aurovilians and of
five people new to the job. Four experi-
enced former Working Committee
members agreed to act as adjuncts. The
other 26 nominated people accepted to
act as a support group for the new
Working Committee. It was also agreed
that this Working Committee will hold
office till September 10th, when a new
organization should be in place.

Carel.
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of plant species in other south Indian
ecosystems.

This Easter, at Findhorn in Scotland,
Joss and Paul will present this project
at the ‘Restore the Earth!” conference
hosted by Alan Watson (Trees for
Life/ Caledonian forest restoration
project).

They will be there to help inspire the
world with their vision and dedication
to the work of sensitive environmental
restoration, locally and globally.

Isha




AROUND AUROVILLE

Pondicherry Heritage Summit 2002

ndicherry, which over the cen-
PSuries has been under many differ-
ent influences, most notably that of
the French who occupied the town for
almost three hundred years, has retained a
unique architectural character. The
French colonial and traditional Tamil
quarters, divided by the canal, kept their
own identity while greatly influencing
each other in a positive way, so that a
new, intercultural, Franco-Tamil style
was born, which remains distinct to this
town. However, over the last decades,
because of rapid development, real estate
speculation, the rising population, com-
mercial pressure, and changes in life
styles, this architectural heritage has great-
ly suffered. Many buildings have been
either brought down, abandoned and
neglected, or tumed into stores. The threat
to the remaining architectural heritage of
Pondicherry is great, as there still exists no
legislation to protect it.
The Pondicherry Heritage Summit 2002,
organised by the  Pondicherry
Govemnment in  association  with
INTACH, was held from the 201! to the
2ond February. The inaugural session
significantly took place in the ‘Hotel de
Ville,” or Town Hall: a grand, public
building, which dates back to the French
revolution of 1789. The summit was inau-
gurated by Mr. Jagmohan, Union
Minister of Tourism, who came down
from Delhi for the occasion.
The focus of the summit was to identify
the real issues, which confronted heritage
preservation and conservation today. As

COMMUNITY

most speakers at the inaugural session
agreed, the first step to heritage preserva-
tion was creating awareness of heritage. It
was felt that the public, and also local
bodies and the political elite had to be sen-
sitized. Thus they could develop respect
for heritage and see that it does not suffer
from neglect or misuse. Awareness
should start at the school level, so that
school children can be mobilized. As Mr.
S.K. Misra, INTACH’s vice chairman,
explained: “Heritage is a legacy of the
past, from which we learn and draw inspi-
ration. For the preservation of this rich
legacy, the needs and views of the com-
munity must be taken into account. This
will assure that the conservation and pro-
motion of heritage is sustainable.”
Without the government playing an active
role, in drawing up measures, without leg-
islation and regulations, the future of her-
itage looks bleak. There is a need for
evolving a national resolution for heritage
preservation and conservation and regu-
lating development.

It was suggested that the Pondicherry
Govemnment set up a Heritage Committee
headed by the Chief Minister, with the
ministers and secretaries of tourism and
art and culture, as well as experts from
INTACH. In this way, the town’s unique
architectural heritage could be preserved
for the sake of posterity. The committee
would ideally be broad based and include
architects, town planners, as well as citi-
zens.

The possibilities and challenges of cultur-
al and heritage tourism were also looked

into. It was felt that the boulevard city of
Pondicherry had great potential, with its
history, architecture, spiritual atmosphere
and also its landscape and sea-coast.

This type of tourism, which should be
promoted, can strengthen heritage preser-
vation by providing funds for conserva-
tion. It also makes the local community
stake holders in preservation. Buildings,
or parts of them, could be turned into
hotels or boutiques, so that they are viable
to maintain. Mr. Jagmohan said that the
southern Indian states should work
together to develop tourism.

It was also expressed that the very percep-
tion of heritage had to change. Not only
architectural, but also cultural and natural
heritage must be protected and promoted.
The problems of funding for conservation
were looked into. It was clear one could
not depend solely on the government in
this matter. Funds could be mobilized
from the community, and business corpo-
rations could also be motivated to spend
on restoration.

“Heritage belongs to all of us and pro-
vides us with our unique cultural identity.
It makes us understand the nature of the
past. Heritage is not just of local value, it
belongs to all of mankind. Therefore it is
the responsibility of all to preserve it,”
stressed Mrs. C. T. Misra, member secre-
tary of INTACH.

On the last day of*the summit, the
Pondicherry minister for tourism said that
restoration works on the heritage build-
ings under government control — the state
being one of the biggest owners of old

real estate in Pondicherry — would be
taken up.
Mr. Jagmohan said the central administra-
tion had charted a new policy, mainly to
encourage tourism, which would be
issued in parliament shortly. Speaking of
Pondicherry, he said the territory had a
great potential to attract tourists. He also
stated that the Roman port town of
Arikamedu would be further excavated
and developed as a centre of past civiliza-
tions, enabling scholars and archaeolo-
gists to undertake research work.
“The Central Government will support
heritage preservation and conservation.
We will extend all our help”, he said.
“This is a challenge we all must face
together.”

Emmanuelle

The Pondicherry INTACH branch, set up
in 1990 and headed by Aurovilian archi-
tect Ajith Koujalgi, has listed and docu-
mented some 1300 heritage buildings and
zones in Pondicherry. Stretches of historic
streets have been declared as heritage
zones. INTACH tries to create public
awareness through photographic exhibi-
tions and seminars and provides a
brochure with a map of the historical parts
of the town. A conservation cell has been
set-up to assist those who want to restore
or redesign old buildings. INTACH pro-
motes that building facades are preserved
as well as street’s character. The cell also
advises how modem architecture can har-
monize with the style of the town area.

The Grand Tour of Auroville

A personal take on the Auroville introduction tour

by Danish guest editor Janne.

fter having been in Auroville for
Ai weeks, I— a Danish anthropol-
gy student who has decided to

make Auroville the topic of my master's
thesis — signed up for the Auroville
introduction, anxious to find out more
about Auroville, and to see how the
community represents itself to curious
guests. Paradoxically enough, and quite
contrary to my other travelling experi-
ences it seemed that in Auroville going
on a “Tourist Tour” was the way to ‘get
into’ the community, and the way to get

- a peek behind the scenes...

Slightly worried about the amount of
bicycling I would be subjected to I
reported at Centre Guesthouse 9 am
Wednesday morning. Here I was met by
Ross — our guide for the next 3 days, and
12 other inquisitive guests. He told us to
“pat ourselves on the backs” for being
among the few of the many guests of
Auroville who go to the trouble (and the
sweaty bicycle rides) to join “The Tour”.
After a series of frivolous name games
(where Ross introduced himself as
“Relax Ross™ and I felt the peer pressure
after not being able to come up with any-
thing rhyming with Janne), it seemed
that “joyful Jeff,” “jumping Jigma,”
“powerful Pamela” “beautiful Bea” and
the rest of us had been transformed into a
group. This initiation left me a bit wor-
ried about the next 3 days, and not just
because of the cycling...

“Tomorrow is a special day”, Ross
informed us: “Mother’s birthday”. So he
suggested to us that we should go for
Dharsan in the Ashram. This sounded
like a good idea to must of us, including
me, until it dawned on me that this
meant getting up at 5:30 am with the
prospect of spending about 2 hours (pre-
breakfast) in a queue. Apparently con-
sensus rules in Auroville, and we got on
with the first days program. Ross told us
his story and we watched a refreshingly
good film on Auroville which empha-
sised the diversity and the difficult
process of building the city rather than

offering a glossy promotion piece. The
viewing of this film generated a general
discussion on Auroville, people’s
impressions, and Ross answered ques-
tions patiently. Joseph joined us and
delivered an insightful talk on integral
yoga. Impressively he managed the
rather difficult task of mediating the
essence of the works of Sri Aurobindo
and the Mother without trivialising or
over-simplifying it. )

After lunch we went on the dreaded
cycles — all nicely in a long line. I could-
n’t help but feeling slightly uncomfort-
able and acutely aware of my tourist sta-
tus, but tried to realise that I needed to
detach myself from my ego and pride.
The cycle paths were lovely though, and
before we reached the Bharat Nivas I felt
almost liberated from my struggling ego.
Ross showed us around, and we con-
cluded the day with a tea in the Visitors’
Centre. The first day had definitely
given us a broader view of the different
components of Auroville and had beena
needed exercise in both cycling and
sociability for me.

Thursday 5:30 am. Amazingly I was the
first to arrive but not surprisingly the bus
was late. It didn’t make any difference as
it turned out, because it seemed that half
of Tamil Nadu had had the same clever
idea of getting there “before everyone
else” and we ended up waiting for 4
hours to spend 4 minutes walking in a
line through the chambers. I must admit
that strange noises from my stomach
drowned any higher feelings of delayed
Divine presence I might have had. The
most rewarding aspect of the whole
thing was the atmosphere and the fact
that I actually stuck it out despite my ini-
tial temptation to escape to the Indian
Coffee House for a delicious dosai when
I realised what was in store. It felt good
afterwards though, and I had a feeling
that Ross was proud of me, and that it
made up for my lack of enthusiasm and
creativity in the name game.

So far so good.

“Relax Ross" guides the Auroville tour.

Darshan over, lunch in the Indian Coffee
House (no more dosais though) and we
headed back to Auroville. Next stop was
a visit to Adventure community where
we had tea and were shown around. It
could have felt very much like visiting a
human zoo. "Oohhh...so this is how
they (Real Aurovilians) live. What do
they eat? Can we feed them? Take pic-
tures?” But in fact it was a nice experi-
ence. We were talking to the residents,
and got a good impression of how com-
munities differ within Auroville and of
how the logistics of communal life are
organised. My second day had been a bit
of a trial of patience and endurance, but I
felt that I passed, and that my under-
standing of Auroville had been broad-
ened considerably.

Friday morming we visited the exhibit of
the Matrimandir garden drawings. This
led to talk about the disagreements over
the Matrimandir issue and gave us an
idea of the problems Auroville is facing.
It seemed that small peeks behind the
scenes, where the stage directors and
actors were employing different props-
and maybe even following different
translations of the same manuscript,
were replacing our innocent approach to
Auroville slowly but surely. The beauti-
ful orchids outside made a long lasting
impression and to me they somehow
glossed over the contradictions of
Auroville, or at least made them seem

immaterial. :

Afterwards we cycled up to Annadana
Seed exchange where we spent some
time packing seeds for Afghanistan.
By this time there was a bit of sulking
going on.... “Do we pay Rs 1,000 for
a Tour of Auroville or to work or
queue in Pondy?” Ross, staying
appropriately relaxed, kindly offered
to add Saturday to the program and
everyone was happy. All issues
resolved we visited the farm in
Revelation and discussed the ecologi-
cal work done in Auroville. In
Swedam community we saw amazing
houses and got an impression of a
community life very different from
the one we encountered in Adventure.
Atfter a lovely bicycle ride (I really got
into this cycling after all) we enjoyed
our lunch in Kottakarai Guest House.
Unfortunately circumstances prevent-
ed me from following the group to
Vérité, Ross’ home, and to the
Saturday tour of the communities
around Solar Kitchen. Luckily I have
the time to further explore Auroville,
but I feel that, with the help of Relax
Ross, the “Real Aurovilians” we met
(the advert for the introduction is up
to scratch) and the group of “joyful,
beautiful, powerful and jumping etc.”
fellow tourists, I had been offered a
promising beginning... as well as a
sore bum.

In brief

NMaster Plan

Progress

The Auroville Master Plan has
been presented to the village
Panchayats (councils) of Irumbai
and Bommaiyarpalayam. The
Panchayats called for the creation
of  Auroville-Villages  Joint
Development Councils, to which
Auroville has agreed, promising to
put its expertise in the field of
town planning at their service.
The other Panchayats of the bio-
region around Auroville will be
invited for a presentation of the
Master Plan soon.

Awareness cycle rally
Harvest and volunteers of the
‘Pudhu  Vanasantham Theatre
Group' organised a two-day
awareness cycle rally in the biore-
gion of Auroville to create aware-
ness of the need for maintenance
of the natural resources, village
infrastructure, education and the
importance of self-help groups in
village development. The message
was conveyed through pam-
phlets, group discussion and
charts to about 3,000 people.

Women's day
Approximately 2000 women from
over 100 women's clubs from the
villages in the bio-region partici-
pated in the International
Women's Day celebration on
March 24th,

Economy presenta-
tion

Dr. Margrit Kennedy held a pre-
sentation on the latest economic
developments in the world and
on experiments to realize a differ-
ent type of economy.

Seed-Savers

Annadana, Auroville's South Asian
Network of Soil and Seed Savers,
organised a 3-day seed savers
workshop in Auroville.

Land speculation
Speculation in land within the
Auroville area is continuing. An
attempt is being made by a real
estate agent to develop a plot of
land nearby the Kuilapalayam -
Certitude road, on a plot which is
within the greenbelt area.

Pour Tous 30th
anniversary cele-
brated

After 30 years of service in tem-
porary buildings, the new site for
For All / Pour Tous, the first build-
ing of a planned multi-unit com-
plex, was dedicated in a simple
ceremony, at the west side of the
Solar Kitchen.

llaignarkal new
school buildin

New llaignarkal school buildings,
funded by Gateway, the European
Community and  Auroville
International UK, were inaugurat-
ed. The new campus is situated
close to the junction CSR-
Kottakarai-Transition.

Earth Day

To celebrate Earth Day (March
20th) a five days' earth conscious-
ness-raising programme, featuring
films, talks, presentations on a 'sus-
tainable city' and other educational
activities was organised.

Passing

Sita (Pascale J.H. Laitondal) passed
away on February 27th from a
fatal septicemy. Sita, who had
been resident in Auroville from
January 1998 till March 2000, had
just returned for a visit together
with a companion, who also suf-
fered from the same disease but
was saved after two days in coma
Sita was 27 years old.
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MAIN THEME: AsIA Urbs Conference

"We are a marriage agency!

Luigi and Sauro have been instrumental in linking Auroville to the Asia Urbs
programme. Auroville Today spoke to them after the conference to find out

more about A_sia Urbs and the opportunities it opens up.

What exactly is Asia Urbs?

Sauro: Asia Urbs is a European
Commission programme for promot-
ing decentralized cooperation between
cities in
Europe and
in Asia in
areas like
urban man-
agement
and infor-
mation
exchange.
These kinds
of partner-
ship are
totally new
and reflect
the realization that macro-projects
quite often do not deliver the expected
results. Consequently, there is a new
emphasis upon small projects which
involve local communities, and in this
context cooperation between the cities
of different countries is perceived as
being potentially a very effective tool.
In 1998-1999, Auroville first submit-
ted a project which was primarily con-
cerned with our own urban manage-
ment. Last year Asia Urbs invited pro-
ject submissions in a new area — infor-
mation-sharing. We decided to apply
in this category also because we’d
already been trying to strengthen our
contacts with other cities, but the
funds we received under the first pro-
ject were inadequate for this. So now
Auroville has two projects running
under Asia Urbs. Under the first one,
which runs for two years from last
March, we are partnered with the cities
of Venice and Cologne. We receive
funding for projects like the Town
Hall annexe and expert assistance
from both India and our European
partners in formulating a more
detailed Master Plan. We also under-
take to organize workshops for local
municipal officers to expose them to
best practices elsewhere. The second
project — which will run until October
— includes the organization of the con-
ference which has just taken place, and
the creation of information tools like
data bases of European and Indian
cities and a website for cities to
exchange information and discuss
developments. The website,
(www.citynetworking.net) which will
be operational very soon, will initially
be managed by one of Auroville’s
partner cities, Venice. Paris, another of
our partners for the second project, is
coordinating the data base of
European cities.

Why did you want to link Auroville to
the Asia Urbs programme?

Luigi and Sauro

Luigi: The whole thing started for us
about 6-7 years ago. During a meeting
about city development, Toine sug-
gested that we ask cities around the
world for support in creating an ideal
city. The idea
really resonated
with me, and we
decided to start
approaching var-
ious cities with
this in mind. To
our surprise, we
discovered that
cities understood
Auroville much
better than other
institutions, and
many responded
enthusiastically to our invitation. For
example, the chief town planner of
Venice told us, “In our cities it is hard
to change something. But you still
have everything open, and that is fas-
cinating.”

Sauro: For many years we'd been
frustrated because all of our fund-rais-
ing efforts with big funding agencies
came to nothing — either Auroville was
too small for them, or our activities
didn’t fall within their parameters. So
when the European Commission
began talking about cooperation
between cities we thought this might
be a better way to find partners.
Originally our motivation was to
secure funding for our own develop-
ment, but as we networked to achieve
this objective we came to the idea of
networking, of facilitating partner-
ships, for others also. Hence this con-
ference.

A number of the delegates remarked
that the success or otherwise of the
conference will be determined by the
number of practical projects which
evolve out of it. Do you already know
of any such projects?

Sauro: There are already a number of
different ideas. For example, Udaipur
has plans to link with Venice and
Bruges in a project involving water
and heritage preservation. And both
Chandigarh and Dehra Dun have
asked Auroville to find them European
partners.

In other words, Auroville is becoming
a marriage agency!

Luigi: Yes, something like that. It is
increasingly being recognized that
Auroville is in a unique position to
bridge the gap between India/South
Asia and Europe, and more and more
cities are approaching us to find part-
ners for them. For example,
Pondicherry wanted assistance with a

heritage project, and we found part-
ners for them in Urbino in Italy and
Villeneuve-Sur-Lot in the south of
France.

Two main themes for projects
emerged out of the conference. One
was heritage preservation and devel-
opment, which is exemplified by the
Pondicherry project. The other main
theme was the promotion of the con-
cept of “cities of dialogue”.
Historically certain cities, like Toledo
in Spain, were meeting-points for
some of the monotheistic religions of
the world, and consequently places of
tremendous cultural exchange. In the
wake of September 111 there is a
renewed interest in recreating such
multicultural conditions in the cities
which originally fostered them. So we
suggested to Toledo that they explore
this idea with similar cities elsewhere,
and at present they are exploring part-
nerships with Bhubaneshwar in Orissa
and an association of cities in Greece.

All of this is not only giving Auroville
a much higher profile internationally.
It is also demonstrating that we have
the skills and capacity to take on this
work, that we are concerned with more
than just our own development, and
that money spent in Auroville is well
spent.

This sounds exciting. Yet there have
been some questions raised in the
community about  Auroville's
involvement in the Asia Urbs pro-
gramme. For example, it has been
suggested that Asia Urbs may used by
some Aurovilians to steer the devel-
opment of Auroville in a certain
direction, specifically in the direction
of the Galaxy model.

Luigi: Like all other cities in the pro-
ject, we have to provide some indica-
tion of how we want to develop. In our
case this is the Auroville Master Plan.
This was recommended by the
Auroville residents after a long partici-
patory process, endorsed by the
Governing Board and approved by the
Ministry of Urban Development.
There is no question of imposing any
plan but of evolving a sustainable
township within the flexible frame-
work of the Master Plan.

Sauro: At the time of making the pro-
ject application we wondered if
becoming involved with a project
funded by an external agency like the
European Commission might fix the
lines of our future development, or
create some lack of flexibility in our
internal process. But the first point to
make is that the European
Commission is not sanctioning our
present Master Plan: they are merely
providing the financial means for us to

Delegates’ impressions

elaborate it in more detail so that we
can make informed decisions about it.
Secondly, the project we’ve submit-
ted involves a long phase of commu-
nity participation. The idea is that we
collect data for 6-8 months (this phase
is almost finished), then we elaborate
a preliminary proposal, and then we
dedicate 6-7 months for citizens’ par-
ticipation and discussion. We are
already bringing together Aurovilians
involved in activities like water man-
agement, energy and solid waste dis-
posal to see how we can combine dif-
ferent perspectives and experience.
Then, beginning August-September,
we will have a series of one day work-
shops on town planning, transport,

energy, waste disposal and water
management in which we can discuss
our ideas among ourselves and with
visiting experts.

Luigi: Interestingly, other cities
involved with Asia Urbs have told us
that it has often been very influential
in getting departments of their munic-
ipalities to begin working collabora-
tively again. In this sense, Asia Urbs
is not only linking us externally with
cities around the world. It is also link-
ing us within through forcing us to
transcend our differences and work
more closely with each other.

From an interview by Alan and
Roger

(4 e know the capability of
"‘) Auroville. For that reason
we were happy to be able

to invite urban centres here to think
together about how to strengthen network-
ing associations and share information on
the challenges and solutions cities might

have found to their daily problems.”
H.E. Mr. Michel Caillouét (Ambassador
Head of the Delegation of the European
Commission in India, Nepal and
Bhutan)

“To have met together and learnt about
India was the most important thing of the
conference. Upon my return to Brussels I
will raise the awareness of Auroville

amongst our members and look for part-
ners for Indian cities."
Anna Lisa Boni (Brussels)

“Auroville is one of the more recent in a
long line of utopian towns and settle-
ments. It makes you think about it. My
ancestors were also utopians who in a dif-
ferent time and situation also built towns
to live in that would be in harmony.
Auroville is more in harmony with
humanity and nature whereas before it
was religious. In the Matrimandir I was
thinking of how important the whole
theme and experience of networking is.
The first step involves helping people
imagine how to associate as many people

don't know it is possible and Auroville has
a lot to offer in this regard.”
Scott Gibbons (Mirzapur)

“Auroville is just magic! We can connect
with its dimension of human unity and the
spiritual dimension is something we can
connect to very deeply as well. When peo-
ple think of Ireland they might think of a
Christian nation but before we became a
Christian country we were a Celtic nation
with pagan and druidic influences. Our
ancestors had a deep affinity and connec-
tion with nature as well as people which is
what I feel and experience here.”

Mark Sheehy (Dublin)
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