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A break from the
daily grind

Women's clubs are instrumental in

changing conditions in the villages

Bindu, a part-time administrator of Auroville’s Village Action
Group, reports on one of its biggest achievements: women’s

empowerment.

women’s seminar organized by

Auroville’s Village Action Group
(AVAGQG) at Kalapet. It is not easy for
village women to take two days off
from their hectic schedule of work
and family care to attend such semi-
mars. It is a novel experience, a break
from the daily grind. A story circu-
Iates around a woman falling out of
Ber bed in the dormitory—she had
mever slept in a bed before! And the

= punctuated by giggles as the
women participate in discussions,
scucanonal games and other activities
arrameed for them.

The resource person puts his hand
= for silence and asks for a volunteer.
One steps forward. Then he asks the
s=maining women to recite some local
proverbs and sayings that discriminate
2zainst women. For each saying
voiced by the women, the resource
person takes a black ribbon and ties it
round the volunteer, starting with her
eves. Soon the volunteer is wreathed
i black ribbons from head to feet.
Secing this, a participant exclaims,
“Oh. the poor thing! Set her free.” At
this, the resource person explains that
this is what metaphorically happens in
the society: women are bound by
meaningless rituals and superstitions
that are imposed on them by a male-
dominated culture. The lesson hits
Some. All the women present promise
=ever 1o utter any saying that deni-
grates women and also to prevent oth-

It is the second day of a two-day

ers from doing so.

Anbu, the main architect of the
women’s empowerment programme,
explains that, contrary to the working
of most NGOs, AVAG believes that
social change can be brought about
among women without offering them
the proverbial carrot of economic
incentives. Accordingly, AVAG has
set up 35 women’s clubs that take part
in workshops and seminars and
undertake micro-projects to improve
the habitat of their villages. The work-
shops deal with issues such as prima-
ry health care, the use of medicinal
plants, etc. The seminars are an occa-
sion to foster awareness of gender and
caste issues. Exchange programmes
are also undertaken between “dalit”
(the so-called untouchable caste)
clubs and non-dalit clubs.

Economic initiatives

Only after a club has participated
in workshops, seminars and demon-
strated its ability to work together as a
team by implementing micro-projects
is it introduced to the savings and
credit scheme of AVAG. The savings
and credit scheme of AVAG now
involves 590 women in 26 clubs. By
saving 25 rupees (about $ 0.60) per
month from their meagre salaries, in
four years these women have accumu-
lated savings totalling Rs. 300,000.
These savings then circulate among
the same women in the form of loans.
The club, as a whole, stands as guar-

Land protection update

ecently, some Aurovilians travelled to Delhi to discuss modalities for

a formal approval of the Auroville Master Plan by the Government of

ia. They met representatives of the Central Government and the

Tamal Nadu Government, all of whom were supportive, but they were told

tnat the Master Plan in its present form lacks certain essential information.
The Land Use Coordination group is working to rectify this.

Incependent of this development, early in May the Chief Town Planner
of Delhi will be visiting Auroville, along with the Chief Town Planners of
(Chenna and Pondicherry. The proposal is that the authorities in Chennai and
Pondicherry, with the assistance of Auroville, evolve an interstate bio-region-
2l development plan for the region. The fact that such a plan is being consid-
ered may already help deter further land speculation in the Auroville area.

Having fun at Women's Day (more on page 4)
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Social outreach

“What is Auroville doing for the villages?” is a question commonly asked by visitors.
Actually Auroville has been working in the villages from the very beginning.

Two of the areas in which Aurovilians and villagers are working together to create radical
change are health and women’s empowerment. What has been achieved so far in terms of
rural dentistry and the creation of women’s groups may have profound consequences, not
only for the local area, but also for India as a whole. Editors

antor to individual loans. The total
amount loaned out to women so far is
Rs. 8,22,000, 100% of which has been
repaid —which is no mean achieve-
ment, These women, though illiterate,
keep a close tally of their savings and
loans through a system of symbols.
Often women borrow from
AVAG’s credit scheme to repay back
loans to village money-lenders who
charge exorbitant interest rates.
Noting this, AVAG has recently
undertaken a survey to study the
indebtedness prevalent among village
women. An interesting phenomenon
is that while, initially, the women took
loans for consumption purposes, such
as a social celebration or house-
repairs, they are now increasingly tak-
ing loans for business purposes, such
as to set up a small shop, buy cattle,
etc. To encourage such income-gener-
ating activities, AVAG plans to start a
dairy scheme for 200 women with
credit from banks. AVAG also collab-
orates with Harvest, an Auroville unit,
to promote aquaculture—breeding

fish for consumption—in three vil-
lages.

Promoting solidarity

To build solidarity among the
women, women’s clubs, based on
their geographical location, are orga-
nized into six clusters. By giving both
support and promoting healthy com-
petition cluster meetings have led to
an improved performance of individ-
ual clubs.

At one such cluster meeting, the
women’s club of Puthurai voiced their
frustration with the sale of illicit
liquor in their village. Encouraged by
the other clubs, the Puthurai women’s
club went en masse to the elected
Government Official in that block,
successfully sought his intervention
and got the illicit liquor shops closed
down. The women were threatened by
the men-folk of their village for their
action, but they showed remarkable
solidarity by supporting one another.
All this was accomplished without the
intervention of AVAG staff, fully val-

idating the belief that people can be

motivated to change themselves.

About Auroville’s
Village Action Group

Auroville’s Village Action
Group (AVAG) undertakes social
development activities in about 35
villages with plans to expand to
20 more villages in the next five
years.

AVAG?’s activities fall under
three main categories: communi-
ty development through the
implementation of micro-pro-
jects; educational programmes
for children in the form of créch-
es, night-schools and an innova-
tive primary education project
(PEP); and women’s empower-
ment. AVAG ensures sustained
people’s participation in its activ-
ities through its staff of trained
local development workers.
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Simple and beautiful

Creating the first part of the World Centre... in five

months!

Architect Anupama Kundoo created a multi-purpose hall for the Sri Aurobindo
World Centre for Human Unity (SAWCHU) at Bharat Nivas. Carel spoke to her to

get the details.

rchitect Anupama
Kundoo faced a
challenge. She was

asked to create a multi-pur-
pose hall for the Sri
Aurobindo World Centre
for Human Unity within
five months with a minimal
budget of Rs 15 lakhs.
Colleagues advised her
against it as “it has never
been done before, so it
can’t be done.” But
Anupama, who is not
averse to doing things differently,
took up the gauntlet and managed not
only to create the building within the
time and budget prescribed (the final
cost was Rs 3,500 sq. metre against
the going rate in Auroville of Rs
8,000 sq.m.), but also to leave a land-
mark of simple beauty at the entrance
of Bharat Nivas.

The World Centre consists of a
roofed circular open hall with a diam-
eter of 16 metres. At the back, two
rooms of 55 square meters each have
been built. For the rest there are no
walls. Outside there are tiers of seats,
forming a low-rise amphitheatre. A
glass-covered opening in the centre of
the roof allows daylight to strike the
lines of inlaid stainless steel that mark
the pattern on the stone floor.

“This is my first large public
building in Auroville,” says Anupama
as we walk around it, “and I have
experienced a great joy in designing
and building it. Actually, I felt quite
inspired. Somehow I ‘saw’ the entire
building. And what I saw was not
something cheap in view of the time
and money restraints, but a simple and
beautiful structure that would accen-
tuate the open space of the hall. After

Anupama

all, this building is
for the Sri Auro-
bindo World
Centre for Human
Unity, and I could-
n’t possibly begin
with trying to find
the easy way out.”

The design of
the building draws
upon Vaastu, the
ancient Indian tra-
dition that defines
how a building
should be constructed. “My use of
Vaastu is not slavish—it’s more intu-
itive—but I used some of its impor-
tant elements. For example, Vaastu
says that when you create a structure,
it has a being called the vaastu
purusha. This is usually represented as
the shape of a man lying down, and it
is important that one’s design totally
includes this shape rather than missing
out parts of it. It is also important
when people use or live in a building
that their own being is in tune with the
being of the building.”

- Anupama wanted the hall to be
circular because she believes this
shape emphasises unity. “When you
sit in a circle everyone is focused on
the centre, and this is where our point
of unity lies.” The amphitheatre ele-
ments are in the shape of a square.
*“This is a very strong holding shape,
but the corners of the square are
rounded, so you can imagine the inner
circle of the hall continuing to expand
outwards, reflecting that whatever
happens here should expand outwards
to the rest of the world.”

Many people were involved in the
project. “There were the members of
Kolam, my team of architects, who

Inside the
SAWCHU
hall, showing
the amphi-
theatre
steps out-
side.

did the detailed design and took
responsibility for the construction.
There was the review board of
Auroville architects who checked if
my ideas were feasible within the lim-
its of costs and time. I had help from
Professor Ambalavanan of the Indian
Institute of Technology in Madras,
who did the structural calculations
and encouraged me throughout. There
was Shri Vishwanathda from the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram, who is in his
nineties but nevertheless came several
times to the site, together with Shri
Sawardekar, to help me find the load
carrying capacity of the soil and with
the initial design. There was
Dhanapal, the Auroville site manager
whose exemplary dedication and site
management were essential to mani-
fest this structure. And last but not
least there were the workers. They
have been wonderful, working over-
time whenever it was necessary, and
showing a willingness to cooperate
beyond the usual monetary motivation
that I have rarely seen in Auroville.”
The World Centre is on the site of
the originally planned central recep-
tion building of the Bharat Nivas
complex. “The future central recep-
tion may be built on top of the hall,”
explains Anupama. “A system of ele-
vated walkways would then connect

Organization & Economy

Reorganizing Auroville

News from the front line

It seems that Aurovilians are continually challenging and changing the way they organize themselves.
The latest initiative involves a proposal for a Town Council and a new planning and development

authority.

entire Auroville organization
is going through a crisis",
opined a senior Aurovilian during a
recent meeting. So what's new? you
might think. But this time the difficul-
ties do seem to be of another order.
Major working groups like the
Working Committee, Executive
Council and Development Group are
routinely ignored by large sections of
the community, the Representatives
Group is struggling to keep going, and
bodies like the Auroville Board of
Commerce and the Green Group are
widely seen as merely defending their
own patches of turf. And still we have
no consensus about how to make the
Residents Assembly workable.
Attempts at reorganization are in
the air, however. Last year a seminar
was called to put the planning and
development activities of the commu-
nity on a more community-account-
able and professional basis. The latter
was particularly urgent because of the
need for Auroville to evolve a credi-

2

1 Ihave the impression that the

ble Master Plan. One of the outcomes
of the seminar was a suggestion from
the Land Use Coordination Group
(which was overseeing the reorgani-
zation process) that a new body be
formed—called a Development Cou-
cil—with overall responsibility for the
planning and physical development of
the township. One of the criticisms of
the previous Development Group was
that it concentrated too much power in
too few hands. Consequently, the new
proposal involved delinking the plan-
ning and monitoring functions from
the decision-making function. This
would be achieved through the cre-
ation of three separate groups—a
Development Council, a Planning
Service and a Monitoring Group—
which would, however, work closely
together.

A broader concept of
development

But many participants at the sem-
inar saw development as being much
more than the physical construction of

the township. In particular, there was
felt to be a need for an overview body
to coordinate the activities of all the
working groups, and to ensure that
they are acting in accordance with the
ideals of Auroville. The Executive
Council and the Representatives
Group felt that an overview body and
a physical development group should
be two separate entities, and they con-
centrated their efforts on the former,
which they termed the Town Council.
In their view the Town Council,
among other tasks, should help identi-
fy collective priorities regarding
development, recommend the forma-
tion of néw working groups, assist in
developing guidelines for major
working groups, and act as a commu-
nication hub for the community. The
Town Council would work collabora-
tively with existing working groups,
but would deal with the “big issues”
which cross the boundaries or are out-
side the purview of those groups.
There is a clear attempt to ensure
that the spirit of the new group is one

the reception to the other buildings of
the Bharat Nivas complex according
to the original design.”

Asked about her experience of the
last five months, she laughs: “I love to

work at this pace. If you are under this
pressure, it really forces you to think
of ways to do it, and think fast. It has
been a thrilling experience.”

4 table to)
scape. Their very first flower, a marigold, was given to the
Mother. The first planting they did was of the flowering creep~

Matrlmandir

tial part of the Matnmandlr cles:gn. In the early seven-

B esides steel, concrete and cement, greenery is an essen-

finished first, and that the surroundmg gardens were as
~ important as the structure itself. For that reason a small nurs-

ery was started in January 1970. It was actually the first real
project of the Matmnandlr, since the construction had not
begun. Narad was asked by the Mother to start the
and he asked Amrit (who is now in charge of the nurse _
join him in this work. They started growing flowers in
p under a mango tree in an otherwise barren land-

er Portula
Co_

which the Mother called “Sri Aurobindo’s
1l around the Anfphitheatre.
Narad was a relentless, demanding worker. \
at 8 am. w1th a ten-minute tea break, a short lunch, and then
resumed. The aim of the nursery was to introduce and estab-
lish many varieties of trees and shrubs for the Matrimandir
Gardens. Narad became known all over Indla for his horticul-
tural work. He had a real love and feeling for plants and
expenmented to see what would grow here. That way he creat-
ed a beautiful base for o mentals in Aurov:lle. The nursery
also speclahzed in cert ties
130 varleties of plumena, the | 1ggest ollecuon outside of
Hawaii. Now man of these varie '_és are g::owmg in the rest of
India. '

One of the pla

that wﬂl be grown in the inner gardens is

 the hibiscus. Originally from Hawaii, where the profuse pre-
 cipitation is ideal for these plants, many hybr:ds ‘were pur-
 chased in Bangalore. Mother gave them names like “Charm of

the New Creation” or “Beauty of Tomorrow”. Unfortuna g ;

as the climate here is quite different from that of Bangalor

~ Hawaii, many of these hibiscus plants were lost over the yearé.
~ The nursery is now trying to hybridize plants sultable for our
_ climate. So far the results are promising.

In the early seventl&s'there was a lot of work gomg on in the

outer gardens: contour work, digging holes for trees, plantmg .
- Mother had mdlcated that she wanted to have large trees and

palms around the outer gardens. It was hard work, but people

~ were happy to do this work. However, if the proposal to replace

the outer gardens with a big lake goes ahead, then all the tree
planting work of the last thirty years will disappear!

Tineke

of harmonizing rather than of imposi-
tion, and that the people selected for it
have the widest possible vision. But
basic questions remain. How to attract
the right people to take up this work?
And even if you do attract them, why
should these people be any more
effective than previous groups in tack-
ling the many blockages in our
process?

In fact, what may be required at
present is not another apex organiza-
tion with numerous powers, but con-
certed efforts at the individual and

grassroots level to engage in the qui-
eter, less visible work of breaking
down the psychological and philo-
sophical barriers which divide us. In
this connection, perhaps it is time that
we put less energy into creating
groups, and more into creating *safe
spaces” where all Aurovilians would
feel able to express themselves freely
and deeply, and be listened to with
respect.
Now THAT might be a new
beginning...
Alan
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&) Research

Connecting up the cells

New SAWCHU building inaugurated with a workshop

“Search and Research” was the name of a weekend workshop which was held in the new SAWCHU building at the beginning of April.
Various Aurovilians presented the projects they are working on to an interested audience.

nybody going to this work-
Ashop expecting rigorous pre-

sentations ~ of  classical
sesearch programmes would have
seen disappointed. But it was a mar-
wellous opportunity to discover what
Zifferent Aurovilians are working
spon, what excites and motivates
them, and how the challenges and
...-I“h[S of their individual journeys
lect and shed light upon our larger
:-e';iective process.

Manfred’s talk about his experi-
ments in desalinating seawater was
orobably the closest brush with classi-
cal research all weekend. Beginning
from the premise that seawater,
secause of its wide availability, is the
sest source for solving the world’s
drinking water shortage, he set about
discovering a simple method by

which to convert it into pure, drinking
water. His experiments so far have
resulied in a distiller, made of cheap,
available materials, which
=llows him to distil thirty litres of pure
water daily from a distillation area of
six square metres.

easily

Less is more

The strategy of seeking a simple
soproach to a seemingly complex
_-v_-_q: lem had earlier been taken up by

Tom of Harvest. He described how
Hasves: has trained two youth in each
iages in the bioregion to

=nmcss about water in their
=== How? He gives them a rain
2 rope with a koot in it and a
500k, and tells them to record
:'.'__ v the rainfall and the depth of the
] W =ll Then they write up the
na 'v.lhhc space so all the vil-
see them. Rural education

\‘z Environment

Put a tree in
your engine

Environmentalist Minh wonders if
Auroville would be better off with a

petrol station.

otorized vehicles are a nui-
Msa.nce to the environment.
Everybody agrees. Yet most

p their use for as many reasons as
there are plants in Pitchandikulam.
Mezanwhile, we rely partly on the
roadside petrol vendors, who may not
5e selling ONLY petrol. The “apple-
rmce bottle™ may also contain cheaper
Sizsel or kerosene. And the oil in the
zluminium cup may be waste engine
oil. or simply cooking oil dyed with
ink. No wonder the refreshing deep
v smell from the preceding vehicle
on your way to Chamber duty.
AZuiterated petrol and oil damage the
s=zine, leading to increased consump-
“on. therefore pollution, more engine
S=mage. more pollution... until one
szny day the Splendid Hero ends mis-
ssably at Mr. Happy-Smile’s mechan-
xcal workshop.

D=z of the main root-problems is
the '_a'; of competitive alternatives.
Alrernanives do exist but still need

us—including me—will not readily

was also one of the strands of Steve’s
presentation. Concerned by the pre-
sent state of rural education in India,
he sees the need to provide a complete
education for those who live in this
region. But to do this he recognises
that first the core values of their tradi-
tion must be rediscovered, and then
ways must be found of communicat-
ing them in a positive way which also
takes into account the reality of a
globalized technological culture.

Better education, better communi-
cation, was the aim of a number of the
projects presented. The Auroville
Press team described how they have
put together two audio-visual shows-
“The Genius of India” and *“Sri
Aurobindo and the Future of Man"—
and shown them in many schools and
colleges in India. The response of
their audiences—most of whom were
previously unaware of  Sri
Aurobindo’s thought and vision—has
been enthusiastic.

Another educational experience
was presented by Nicolette, who runs
the Pony Farm in Kottakarai. Almost
fifty Aurovilian children are coming
regularly to ride and look after the
horses there. “Learning to look after
horses, learning their language, is a
way of learning about yourself,”
Nicolette explained. Her hope is that
the Pony Farm will become part of the
mainstream educational experience
for all Auroville children, and not just
for those who can afford it, as is the
case at prcsent

DIVII‘Ig deep

One of the characteristics of many
of the projects presented was that they
dived deep: in other words, they

~ some improvements:
research, field testing, appropriateness
and cost-effectiveness. Their develop-
ment needs funds: for the developers
to be freed from material anxieties,
and for the end-product to be realistic
and appropriate to the needs of the
consumers.

As long as we all use
petrol, we'll need a source
of petrol

How can we change the above
statement? How to turn “as long as”
into “as short as”? How not to need
petrol? We know petrol is not so good
for the environment. But let’s also
look at the good side of it, and utilise
it. Professionals in marketing would
compare a petrol bank to a milk cow:
a steady and essential item for the cus-

attempt to deal with root questions
rather than with surface manifesta-
tions. For example, when Paul and
Laura began talking about Maroma,
the Auroville incense company they
have built up from scratch, it sounded
at first like just another success story.
But then they explained that one of
the keys to their success was discover-
ing the ‘laws’ of how money works.
These include being very clear to
Mother about one’s financial needs,
not running after money but letting it
come as a consequence of right
action—which means, among other
things, using it to open the door to
creativity—and not having any vital
attachment to it.

The Auroville Economy 2000
presentation also seemed at first to be
primarily about money—or, rather,
the elimination of money exchange in
Auroville—but it soon emerged that
the reason for this new experiment lay
elsewhere. “To overcome the present
fragmentation of  Auroville”,
explained Alain, “we needed to find
ways of linking people together again.
And the economic link is a very pow-
erful one.” Some of the participants in
this two-month old experiment then

. shared their experiences with us. As

one of them put it, “I feel that my cir-
cle is a family, that through discussing
our financial needs openly we are
beginning to take responsibility for
each other.”

Managing energy

“The circle promotes unity”,
explained Anupama about her design
for the World Centre building in
which the meeting took place. She
also mentioned that she had drawn

omer, hence a good and reliable
source of income. On top of this, for
the sake of convenience, we are
’ ready to pay a few more rupees to
local vendors. So, by maintain-
.. ing a voluntary premium on
top of the regular price,
there is a potential for
additional net profit.

- Auroville could
'} ] have its own petrol
bank, like any other
_city in the world.
‘But this could as
well be an expression of awareness. It
could be the milk cow that feeds its
own starvation: petrol sales to fund
the development and implementation
of alternative transport, and to
fund/find the balance of an “ecologi-
cal footprint”. The sale of petrol could

be accompanied by environmental
information, packages or displays , <%

and pollution checks, infor-
mation and promotion of
alternative

transport
public transport. The /J \

money could fund

greenwork: green-—~"

belt land acquisition, afforestation,
environmental

education, pollu-

tion control etc. It™\

could also be placed

under the purview of an //
environment-related  group. This

“participants

upon the Vaastu Shastra, which gives
instructions about how to design
buildings to harness natural and occult
energies. This pointed to another
recurring theme throughout the work-
shop—as Tom put it, “Research for
me is learning how to handle the ener-
gy that comes through you when you
live in this place.” The two
Michaels—Zelnick and Spector—
were to pick this up forcefully in their
presentation of the Quiet Healing
Centre retreats. There have been
about eight such retreats now—ten
day residential courses in which par-
ticipants are engaged in group work as
well as receiving individual therapy—
and the responses from the Aurovilian
participants have been overwhelming-
ly positive. “But it’s not so much to
do with us, the therapists, as with the
energy of Quiet”, explained Michael
Zelnick. “If we don’t get too badly in
the way of the Force, it works.”

Over the years, they had also
observed something else: that when a
group is united, the healing energy
flows much better. This was echoed in
the final evaluation session when the
in this Search and
Research workshop considered what
had really been going on over the past
two days. “When people really listen
attentively and respectfully, as we
have done over the past two days to
the presenters, then people open
themselves,” said Shraddhavan. “And
when one person opens, it opens up
others. As we exchange our experi-
ences, it's as if we’'re creating connec-
tions between the cells of the
Auroville body, creating new synaps-
es in our collective brain.”

Alan

would help to ensure that the income
is channelled in a more eco-sensible
way, and that the venture does not
drift into its own unsustainable devel-
opment dynamic.

To handle the powerful dynamic
of petrol usage, getting it to nurture a
future where it will become less pre-
dominant, does not yet work at the
scale of a nation. Can we work it out
on the scale of the City the Earth
needs?

This is an edited version of an article
that first appeared in the Auroville
News.

Hlustrations: Emanuele




25,000 people and
one dentist

Uneducated village women learn to pro-
vide primary dental care in the villages
surrounding Auroville.

Jacques came from France to join Auroville in 1981. He has been
working ever since to improve the dental condition of the
Aurovilians and of those who live in the surrounding villages.
Together with Suryagandhi, an Indian Aurovilian health worker
and nurse dedicated to the cause of Tamil women’s health, Jacques
decided to do something about the lack of preventive care in the
villages. That “something” became very challenging.

tourist, photographing a

bunch of village children.
He got the full set of brilliant teeth
and radiant smiles. “The outside looks
good, but the inside story is often dif-
ferent,” observes Jacques wryly.
“Most Aurovilians are well aware of

&é S ay cheese, please,” said the

the need of dental care, but that was

not the case for the illiterate villagers.
When I first came I was dumbfounded
by their complete lack of interest in
their teeth. They would only come to
see me when a tooth dropped out, or

themselves, preferably women. But
how? Can you expect uneducated
women who would have to work in
the most basic conditions, without
electricity or running water and with-
out specialized tools, to give dental
treatment? It sounds impossible.”
“We started an experiment in
1994,” says Suryagandhi. “That year,
the Auroville Health Centre opened
its first sub-centre in the village of
Edayanchavadi. A few village women
responded spontaneously to the idea
of becoming a dental worker. Using

Village dental worker treating a patient, using the

L]

Zero Concept technigque

when they were- in acute pain.
Preventive care was unknown.”

Training female dental
workers

There are more than 25,000 peo-
ple living in the area that immediately
surrounds Auroville, and there is only
one dentist. Says Jacques: “It is
impossible for the dentist to do all the
work, so we have been wondering if
we could not involve the local people

models, we taught them to do simple
dental work such as check-ups, scal-
ing and removal of calculus. We also
taught them how to recognise the seri-
ous problems, which they then
referred to the dentist. A Japanese
technique - the Zero Concept - is used
to teach them to co-ordinate their
body movements, being seated behind
the head of the patient who lies down
on a flat support. The training worked.
Gradually, we extended it to eleven

Village children learning about oral hygiene

other villages. Now we have trained
32 women as dental workers, some of
whom have no more education than
tenth standard.’

In January 1999 Jacques added a
technique of the future called ART,
Atraumatic Restoration Treatment,
promoted by the World Health
Organisation, to the training. The
women are also learning how to treat
beginnings of caries and how to deal
with pits, fissures and small cavities,
filling them afterwards with a glass-
ionomer, a Japanese cement which
sticks to the tooth and releases a bit of
fluoride which stops the caries from
enlarging. The treatment is painless
for the patient. This ART method is
now being used in more than 90
“developing countries. The advantages
are obvious: halting caries at an early
stage will avoid costly dental treat-
ment in future, which anyhow is unaf-
fordable for most of the villagers. And
this dental care also prevents the
occurrence of related general health
problems such as digestive and
intestinal troubles due to parasites,
and low resistance to infections.

Problems of acceptance

“The idea to involve village
women in dental care was sound,”
continues Jacques, “but the imple-
mentation was not easy, We had to
prepare the ground with the headmen
of the villages and with the old and
wise women who are acknowledged
as leaders. They helped to convince
the people of the importance of our
action. The men gave the most prob-
lems. According to tradition they

would only accept nurses coming
from the city, as they are strangers.
They could not accept the women or
girls from their own villages as dental

Practising

workers. The men boycotted the work
for a year. But when their wives and
children coquettishly showed their
shining teeth after scaling, which had
never been done before in their lives,
they gradually started to accept the
dental workers and also asked for a
check-up. It has now become a matter
of prestige! The authority of the den-
tal workers has become accepted,
thanks to their knowledge and dedica-
tion. Today, the response from the vil-
lagers is heart-warmingly positive and
spreads out to other villages of the
bio-region. That is a good stimulus to
continue. If we could get the children

caries-free, it would be a big achieve-
ment.”

The dental workers not only pro-
vide basic dental care, but also give
training in oral hygiene. They bi-
annually check all the children
between the ages of 2% to 12 years
who attend the local schools. They
also run a “child-to-child programme”
where children do check-ups on each
other and learn about teeth and mouth
hygiene with the help of stories and
games. “The rural dental action pro-
ject has become a success so far,”
says Jacques, “though the experiment
will have to be strengthened in the
coming five years for the villages to
become self-sufficient. We have just
started. Part of our work now is also to
create awareness through posters,
street drama with professional actors,
puppet shows and video cassettes.”
Jacques also aims at informing the vil-
lagers on the need to improve their
diets, in particular to replace the pres-
tigious white sugar by organic jag-
gery, an unrefined cane sugar and nat-
ural food that maintains healthy
caries-free teeth when eaten in associ-
ation with other unrefined foods like
whole rice and whole wheat.

Concludes Jacques, “Ultimately,
this model of work and organization
can be duplicated in other disadvan-
taged rural areas elsewhere in India. It
is highly advantageous for the local
population as it will bring a medium
and long term reduction in the costs
of dental and general health, especial-
ly for the children. We hope that the
Auroville project can serve as an
example.” Carel

Scenes from Women's Day
Over 1000 women came to Auroville to celebrate International Women’s
day, organized by Auroville’s Village Action for the fifth year running. A spe-
cial invitee was Jhansi Rani of the All India Democratic Women’s Association,
who spoke of the absence of freedom on all levels for women in rural societies.
Taking turns in speaking to the women (in photo below): Ulla, Anbu,
Martha, Harini, Jhansi Rani, Swadandra Kumari, Bhavana and Zerina.

PHOTOS: JOHN MANDEEN
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Making ends meet

Spotlight on the expanding Auroville Health Centre

he Auroville Health Centre
I traces its humble beginnings to
1969, when The Mother allo-
cated Rs. 5,000 to start a dispensary in
= thatched hut in the area now known
2s Douceur. The community of
Aspiration was not yet built. There
were hardly any Aurovilians living in
the area and the dispensary was creat-
=d primarily to serve the villagers
“rom nearby Kuilapalayam.
The dispensary expanded rapidly.

Sy the end of 1973 a permanent struc- -

ture designed by Piero had been built,
with donations from a Parsi lady, Ms.
Wadia, the Government of India and
Auroville.
Centre extended its activities to other
villages. Today, there are six sub-cen-
wres where daily wound dressing is
cone and where once a week a doctor
from the Health Centre gives consul-
t2tions. In 16 other villages, health
workers trained in the Health Centre
orovide first aid, calling on the Health
Centre in emergency cases. The
Health Centre is also active in provid-
ing education. It makes high-quality
cocumentary video films that inform
e villagers on issues such as
Syziene, waste disposal, AIDS and
alcoholism, and stages plays under its
programme  “Health  Education
through Drama®.

Many people have helped to
cevelop the Health Centre, but three
Zoctors deserve special mention: Dr.
¥amla Tewari, Dr. Assumpta and Dr.

Gradually the Health

Lucas. Over the years they not only
took charge of the running of the
Centre, but also raised funds to
expand its activities and extend the
building. They also built the Health
Centre staff quarters. Dr. Assumpta
and Dr. Lucas have ceased to work at
the Health Centre for personal rea-
sons, leaving the day-to-day charge in
the hands of a Dutchman, Albert, who
joined Auroville in 1997 after having
worked for 30 years as chief nurse in a
hospital in The Netherlands.

A lost ambulance

“At present the Heath Centre
treats over 30,000 patients a year,
10% of whom are Aurovilians,” says
Albert. “It has become a major task to
raise the funds to run it. Auroville’s
contribution is limited to paying the
maintenances of a few people, in all
Rs 30,000 a month, which is a drop in
the ocean. All other expenses, about
Rs 200,000 a month, are met from
elsewhere, in particular by donations
from Germany and Spain. In fact, it is
a miracle, a grace, that we have so far
received these donations, and always
just in time. Without them this Health
Centre would cease to function almost
immediately. Outside donations are
our primary source of revenue—that
is, if they reach their destination.”
And he explains: “We seem to have
lost a new ambulance donated by a
Rotary Club in Spain. They sent a
cheque to their head office in

Switzerland, which in turn
sent the cheque to Delhi with
instructions to purchase an
ambulance for the Health
Centre. Somehow or other,
either the money or the
ambulance disappeared. We
have tried to get to the root of
it, but so far we failed. This is
very sad, for our existing rat-
tletrap is barely fit to trans-
port animals, let alone peo-
ple. I am starting a campaign
for another ambulance, this
time with the stipulation that
all cheques should be payable
at Auroville only.” And he

laughs.

New facilities

Albert points out some of
the good features of the
Health Centre. “Last year, we
opened four beautiful nursing
rooms for Aurovilians and

Sumithra (in photo) is sixteen years old. When she first came to the Health
Centre, her left leg below the knee was bent at a 90 degree angle. The leg was
straightened by surgery. Now the leg, which used to be about 25 cm shorter
than her other leg, is slowly being lengthened with the help of metal rods. The
body produces the cartilage to fill the gap between the bones as the leg gradu-
ally grows longer.

villagers, more beautiful than
any you can find in the Nallam Clinic
or in the East Coast Hospital in
Pondicherry. There is a laboratory
with all facilities, an X-ray machine, a
small operation theatre, and there are
qualified doctors available during
working hours and a nurse on duty
around the clock. We are often criti-
cised for not offering 24-hour help,
but it is not possible as only three
Aurovilian doctors work for the
Health Centre, and that part-time.

There are 11 Aurovilians who hold
medical degrees, but the others have
all said ‘no’ for personal reasons
when asked to join the Health Centre.
That means that we have to hire doc-
tors from outside to have a doctor
available between 8.30 a.m. and 5
p.m. and that only a qualified nurse is
available during the other hours to
give first aid. After 5 p.m., emergency
cases have to go to a hospital in
Pondicherry. That is a setback, but I

hope that in due time we will be able
to improve this service.”
Carel

More information on the Auroville
Health Centre can be found in its
newsletter Kuyil, which can be
obtained by writing to the Auroville
Health Centre, Aspiration, Auroville
605101,

A two-way flow

Outreach programmes keep villagers in touch with Aurovilie

Meenakshi talks about new initiatives aimed at raising awareness of Tamil culture in Auroville, and
creating a better understanding of Auroville among the neighbouring villages and in Tamil Nadu as a

whole.

eenakshi is indefatigable.
M“Yes, I am doing lots of out-
reach programmes. Come

2= see me Monday between 3 and 4.
One hour I can give for an interview. I
Save a group from Sri Lanka in the
=oming. Then, a group of young peo-
ol from America will pass by.
Then...”

Newsletters

“Auroville Grama Seydhi Madal
‘ Auroville Village Newsletter) began
= October 1998,” Meenakshi says,
offering me a cool drink on her veran-
22 "It has a circulation of 300 copies
ezch month. With those 300 copies,
we reach at least 3,000 people.” The
sizht-page Tamil-language newsletter
i full of information. It covers village
[ife. celebrations in the schools; it
=ives short quotations from the
Mother and Sri Aurobindo, and selec-
tons from Tamil epics on human
unity and progress, plus stories about
Tzmil culture and heritage. It picks up
sems from the Auroville News, Zen
&oans, humour, ethics, folk tales and
songs—writing that touches the heart
znc suggests the richness and univer-
szlity of rural Indian life. “We also
zive reports of Residents Assembly
2nd Governing Board meetings, and
== answer common questions that
wisitors ask about Auroville all the
“me.” The past ten issues have even
ncluded photos.

Looking through the December
wssue, I noticed a list of 34 Auroville
communities with a translation of
==ch name into Tamil. It helps the
willagers understand  Auroville,”

Meenakshi smiles. “It brings

low-up. We can build a database, and
continue research on this basis. It is
very exciting, because Auroville is a
place of unending education and
research, isn't it?”

Tamil Heritage Centre

The Tamil Heritage Centre is
another important project. “Nothing
has been done to create a Tamil
Centre in Auroville for 30 years,”

us closer together. Recently | ABRI o Meenakshi says. “Oh, from time to
we got a famous Tamil poet, ACCEPTENCE :rrmm time it was spoken about, but now
Sundaram from Salem, to :ﬁ\]leN‘I‘URE . there’s some real interest. A core
translate some poems from | panya Syakuh From the newsletters: group has been formed which
Rimbaud into Tamil. People ASPIRATION <S4veub Above:a drawing of lyyanar's includes Marti, Angad, Raman and
enjoyed it very much” AUROBRINDAVAN | <AACrmisfsraend horse in Kaluveli Nilam myself. Land to build on has been
Besides Meenakshi, who is the AURODAM S CyrSmanSElp Left: Tamil translation of commu-  assigned behind the pump-house,
editor, Mr. N. Ardhanari, a | AURO-ORCHARD <HCoLypSCHT LD nity names in Auroville Grama within the Bharat Nivas complex. A
Gandhian and educator, writes | AUROSHILPAM Agremosd Seydhi Madal sacred grove of trees is already there.
regular contributions. CERTITUDE el Below: A short item in Kaluveli By adding a stone mandapam and a
In addition to the newslet- | DANA Gl Nilam (English version) Iotus pond we will create a space, an
ter, other publications have DISCIPLINE environment that will evoke the feel-
: . DJAIMA Sdowis Qupd : : e
started. There is a student’s ETERNITY e ing of a typical Tamil village.
magazine (Maanavar Murasu) | Ex1STENCE Baszd bw‘ (ﬂl‘l‘y Dote We wanted to make it as sim-
for night school students, | FORECOMERS PACTT S . ple as possible, and out-
financed by the night school | FRATERNITY FCHTETEg0aD Are there any insects which are | doors.”
teachers themselves. And | GRACE Dy useful for crops? Yes, there are. As a beginning, every
Kaluveli Nilam, the last few | GRATITUDE Gaigpdl The useful insects eat the harmful Wednesday for the past two
issues of which is published in | HOPE B 3Eas insects. Harmful insects feed on our | months in the Centre for
Tamil and of which have also | NEW CREATION B Len Oy crops, damaging leaves, stems, | Indian Cultre, Tamil
been translated into English,is | PEACE Sl tender shoots and roots. Spiders, Heritage programmes have
the name of a quarterly publi- | PITCHANDIKULAM | :8ésainégani dragon flies, beetles, butterflies, and | been presented. Visiting pro-
cation on ecology and eco-sci- | P RARTH'ggA :Tm"b bees are some examples of useful fessors and scholars have
ence, giving particular impor- ﬁ:grb?é‘ﬂ()bl L“W'—'—I!”' insects. They are destroyed if you | talked on subjects like
tance to the Kaluveli region | ppver ATION Caseitnamgy spray chemical pesticides. ancient and modern Tamil lit-
(the bio-region in which | gNCERITY Ssensh Protect pro-crop insects! erature, and deciphering old
Auroville is situated). Its edi- | SRIMA f Sldieen Tamil scripts, and a local
tors are Subash and | SURRENDER syemss Gnanasekhar. Thuruvai. drama group has given a per-
Karpagavalli, both Aurovilian formance. “The programmes

teachers, and Meenakshi con-

have been well attended by

tributes articles.

Survey of workers

“What else?” Meenakshi contin-
ues. “I want to tell you about the
SEWA Survey. It is very important.”
SEWA (Small Employers Welfare
Administration) is an Auroville con-
flict resolution forum, pension fund
and employment service, With finan-
cial help from the Dutch foundation,

Stichting de Zaaier, and guidance
from the Sociology Department of
Pondicherry University, 12 post-grad-
uates are conducting interviews with
Auroville’s many employees. Highly

confidential, the report consolidates.

information on the social and eco-
nomic situation of each worker, his or
her home condition, present job, life-
style, aspirations and what they think
of their children’s future. Meenakshi:

“We want to give a report to the com-
munity. Then, after five to seven
years, we will contact these people
again, to see their progress. It is very
interesting, because it touches on
many points. What are our assump-
tions about our workers? How can we
understand them and recognise their
contribution? From this survey, which
will be published in June or July, we
will offer recommendations for fol-

both Tamils and non-Tamils, and as
they are bilingual everyone can under-
stand. The question and answer ses-
sions that follow these lectures are
very interesting.”
Jill
Deeply involved in the study of
Tamil culture and history, Meenakshi,
who came from Madurai, is a well-
known Tamil poet and founder of
Haignarkal Educaton Centre.
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