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Remembering Nirod |

he end of an era” is an over-
‘ ‘ worked phrase. However, it
seems an appropriate way to
describe the passing, on the

17th of July, of Nirodbaran
at the age of 102. Nirod, as he was affectionately
known in Auroville, was the longest-lived of
those almost legendary sadhaks — Nolini,
Champaklal etc. — who attended upon Sri
Aurobindo after he fractured his leg in 1938.
Nirod’s Twelve Years with Sri Aurobindo is a
record of those years and in his descriptions of
how Sri Aurobindo spent the day — outwardly, at
least — the book did much to ‘humanise’ Sri
Aurobindo. It also gives an insight into Sri
Aurobindo’s manner of composing Savitri (when
Sri Aurobindo’s eyesight failed in the final years,
Nirod became his amanuensis). Nirod also made
notes on the evening conversations between Sri
Aurobindo and his attendants. Nirod’s Talks with
Sri Aurobindo reveal that, far from working
exclusively upon the most rarified levels of con-
sciousness, Sri Aurobindo was very aware of and
engaged in world events. But perhaps the great-
est revelation, for many sadhaks, was that Sri
Aurobindo had a rare sense of humour.

This was no surprise to Nirod who, since
February 1933, had been corresponding with Sri
Aurobindo. That correspondence is unique in
that Nirod, far from treating Sri Aurobindo as a
forbidding Olympian presence, often challenged
“the Lord” to make his work understandable to
mere mortals. Sri Aurobindo responded with
affection, humour and lovingly-directed blows.
Nirod was the ‘wooden-head’ who wanted the
Divine to correspond to his own logic, he was
‘Doghead’, ‘Mr. Gloom’. For Nirod had the ten-
dency, noted Sri Aurobindo, to open himself to
the influence of “the confounded Man of
Sorrows”. “Knock him off, man, knock him off”
was Sri Aurobindo’s robust advice, “for cheer-
fulness is the salt of existence.” Through the cor-
respondence Sri Aurobindo ‘doctored the doctor’
(Nirod was a medical practitioner), developing in
Nirod, among other things, a remarkable vein of
‘mystic-surrealist’” poetry. Above all, in these let-
ters Sri Aurobindo gave Nirod a wonderfully
detailed and practically-based explanation of his
yoga. “The total effect of the entire correspon-
dence,” wrote Nirod later, “can be summed up in
Sri Aurobindo’s luminous sentence ‘But within
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there is a soul and above there is the Grace’.

After getting Nirod to read the correspon-
dence to her, Mother was to remark that Sri
Aurobindo “has given you everything”. In fact,
the letters revealed new aspects of Sri Aurobindo
even to her. “T thought I knew him well, and then

when 1 hear this I
realize that
....”(makes gesture as
if to indicate a break-
ing of  bounds).
Among other things,
Sri Aurobindo
revealed to Nirod as
early as 1935 that
Mother’s body was
more capable of
transformation than
his. And a few years
before he died Sri
Aurobindo confided
that “I may take a
fancy to leave my
body before the
supramental realisa-
tion”.

Nirod often visit-
ed the Matrimandir: it
had a special place in
his heart. As he put it,
“The world has been
presented with two
divine epics. One is
Sri Aurobindo’s
Savitri, which is
already in our midst.

The other is the
Mother’s epic still
under  construction,
the Matrimandir.” He was later to recall that
Mother had mentioned that “the completion of
Matrimandir will be commensurate with the
establishment of peace and harmony in the
world”.

However, when he first started visiting the
Matrimandir site in the 1980s the mood in the
community was far from relaxed: there was dis-
sension amongst Aurovilians and tension
between Auroville and the Ashram. Perhaps the
critical breakthrough in that latter relationship
came on 14th August, 1993, when Nirod was
invited to give a talk in Pitanga Hall on ‘Sri
Aurobindo as I knew Him’. That afternoon the
Hall was packed with Aurovilians of diverse
ages and outlooks. Nirod walked in, very
upright, sat down at a simple table under portraits
of Sri Aurobindo and Mother, placed his stick
carefully beside him and then, for one hour, in a
very simple, unassuming way, (“simple
English,” he once wrote, “is direct and conse-
quently powerful”) spoke of his contact with Sri
Aurobindo and Mother.

He ended: Friends, brothers and sisters, you

are indeed very lucky, I
I must say, to have come
S here to do Their work.
o Through Their force,
z through Their blessing,
Matrimandir and
Auroville are going to
be something unigque.
There are many won-
ders, but I think this
wonder will surpass all
others — vital, physical,
mental wonders: it will
be spiritual. And you
are the instruments.
Somehow  you have
come; it must be the
Force that has brought
you here, and you are
extremely fortunate to
be aware that you are
doing your work, sacri-

Nirod with the Auroville flower

labour, all your goodwill, for the success of
Mother's work....

If you want to know his (Sri Aurobindo’s)
spiritual content, his avatarhood, read Savitri.
Read particularly about Aswapati’s voga.
Aswapati is none but Sri Aurobindo...all his own
experiences he had given there in the name of
Aswapati.

Namaste, brothers and sisters, till we meet
again. You are making a bridge between West
and East.

At that moment an Aurovilian spontaneously
called out, to great applause, “Nirod-da today
you have been the bridge between the Ashram
and Auroville.”

“He was very insistent that Aurovilians read
Sri Aurobindo,” says Franz, an Aurovilian who
had a close contact with Nirod over the last ten
years. “So Nirod was delighted to hear about a
proposal to build in Auroville a place to study
Savitri and all his other works, and he gave his
complete support to the Savitri Bhavan project.”
Nirod laid the first foundation stone on
November 24th, 1995, saying “This Savitri
Bhavan project, now in its infant stage, is, if |
may say so, a twin to the Matrimandir. The
Matrimandir is much further developed and
already showing some of its future glory; this
new project has a great potential and will be
growing up to an extent we cannot easily fore-
see.”

As the Savitri Bhavan buildings came up, he
was to visit frequently. He also visited many
Aurovilians in their homes and workplaces. “He
was interested in everything that was going on
here,” says Franz. “If anybody invited him, he
would come.” And he, in turn, once confided,
after laying the foundation stone for Arka, (Nirod
was much in demand as a foundation-stone
layer) that he would never forget the love and
devotion he had just experienced.

In spite of his somewhat forbidding exterior
— it was said that when he practised as a doctor in
the Ashram, some would-be patients stayed
away because they were afraid of him — he was
among the most modest of men. Once he won-
dered why Sri Aurobindo had chosen him as his

amanuensis for Savitri rather than more accom-
plished poets like K.D. Sethna or Dilip Kumar
Roy. He concluded it was because Sri Aurobindo
knew that Nirod, unlike the others, would never
argue with him over his choice of words!

Even after all these years, the magic of that
afternoon in Pitanga remains with me. It wasn’t
so much what he said — most of that had already
been covered in his books — as the power of that
presence; very solid, as if founded on rock, yet
very sweet. He used to say, “I have a magnet
inside me.” “He always brought an atmosphere
of peace,” says Franz, “something that suddenly
changed the atmosphere and relaxed everybody,
taking away tensions and bringing something
very subtle.”

I suspect that his popularity in Auroville was
also due to his refusal to act the grand sadhak or
conform to the image of a senior Ashramite. He
had little time for people who wanted to touch
his feet (a somewhat unlikely occurrence in
Auroville anyway) and he could be refreshingly
unpredictable. At a recent memorial meeting in
Savitri Bhavan one of his relations remembered
asking him why he was so kind to others and so
stern with his own relatives. “We're frightened
of you,” she admitted. “Good”, he retorted.

Alan
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Sorry we’re late!

It will soon be three months since the last
issue appeared, This has caused our readers
some concern. So, just to allay any apprehen-
sions: the June/July double issue came out in
early June. Then, halfthe team was o of sta
tion for the summer months. When we had
our full complement of editors gain, it wa
too late to hit our usual deadline for the
August issue, which is why the August issu

- did not appear. Here then, we offer you he

September issue. This, of course, will not
affect your subscription which runs for 12 or
24 issues.
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AUROVILLE FOUNDATION

Entry Regulations

Few Aurovilians are comfortable with rules and regulations. Yet it is sur-
prising how many, over the years, have been involved in the drafting of
the Regulations for Entry and Exit of the Auroville Foundation.

any Aurovilians are deeply

unhappy with anything that

resembles ‘old world stuff’

such as formal rules and regu-

lations. Hadn’t The Mother
herself said ‘No rules or laws are being framed.
Things will get formulated as the underlying
truth of the township emerges.”? Would regula-
tions, once accepted, not infringe on our free-
dom? These and other concerns were repeatedly
voiced when the Governing Board of the
Auroville Foundation exerted mild pressure on
Auroville to present it with a proposal for regu-
lations for entry and exit.

Let’s review what happened over these last
years. In 1997 Mr. N. Bala Baskar, then
Secretary of the Auroville Foundation, formu-
lated draft regulations for Auroville’s internal
organization in cooperation with a senior
Aurovilian and members of the then Working
Committee. They specified how the Residents’
Assembly and the major working groups, the
Working Committee, the Entry Group, the
Evaluation Committee and the Funds and
Assets Management Committee should func-
tion. However, an Auroville General Meeting
described the draft regulations as ‘old hat’ that
“do not testify to Auroville’s aspiration to bold-
1y spring towards future realizations”. The
meeting concluded that these regulations could
not be submitted for approval to the Governing
Board, but that the discussion on regulations
should continue. That was in January 1998. The
Governing Board, at the time, was chaired by
Dr. Karan Singh.

Years passed. New Governing Boards came
and went, but none expressed particular interest
in the Regulations of the Auroville Foundation.
Then, in September 2005, Dr Karan Singh once
again became Chairman of the Auroville
Foundation. He lost little time in reminding
Aurovilians of their statement seven years earli-
er and asked for the whereabouts of the
Regulations, particularly those relating to entry
and exit and to the dealings and mode of deci-
sion making of the Residents’ Assembly.

The Working Committee was not complete-
ly taken by surprise. In September 2004, con-
cerned by the decision to send away three
Aurovilians for improper behaviour, a group of
Aurovilians had started preparing draft
Regulations for Entry and Exit. The draft went

through 13 versions and consultations with
lawyers before it was finalized in December
2004. However, in January 2005 the Auroville
Council decided to reopen the issue and invited
a new group to formulate regulations. The new
group took great pains to solicit everybody’s
point of view and even opened a public counter
for information and discussion at the town hall
entrance. By the end of the year it presented its
own version of entry and exit regulations. In
February 2006, the Governing Board, confront-
ed with two drafts which widely diverged at cer-
tain points, asked the Working Committee to
harmonize them so that there would be one pro-
posal agreed to by both groups. The Working
Committee subsequently called on all involved
to collaborate.

Meanwhile, the community became increas-
ingly aware of the benefit of having regulations.
Regulations would give the community legal
power to make decisions on entry and exit; they
would protect the community and individual
members from arbitrary interference from out-
siders; and they would clarify the conditions
under which a person joins Auroville. Last but
not least they would provide transparency to all
and sundry by being publicly available on the
Auroville website.

In April this year, after months of intensive
work, a common proposal was presented to the
community. However, to the surprise of many,
it was once again rejected. Those who attended
the Residents’ Assembly called to ratify the pro-
posal spoke about there being ‘no need for reg-
ulations as we have the Charter of Auroville and
that should be sufficient’; or attacked various
points of the proposal. On the initiative of one
of the participants the meeting was transformed
from a Residents’ Assembly meeting into a
Platform meeting with a ‘Talking Stick,” a
device used by the Native Americans, which
was held by each speaker to guarantee a safe
hearing so that everyone else would know that it
was their turn to listen. In the series of Platform
Meetings that followed, the decision was
reached to once again work on the drafts. Two
new groups formed spontaneously. However, as
they were unable to reach agreement, each
group presented its own draft to the community
a few months later.

On August 17, in a meeting of the
Residents” Assembly specifically called for the

INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION

The Auroville Entry
Regulations

The proposed  Auroville Entry
Regulations are in two parts: the Regulations
proper which, after approval of the
Governing Board are to be sent to the
Ministry of Human Resource Development;
and the Admission Policy which will only
require the approval of the Governing
Board. The Admission Policy can therefore
be changed more easily as and when
required. Mother’s words about Entry to
Auroville are part of the Admission Policy.

The Regulations prescribe the constitu-
tion and mandate of the Entry Service. It will
be gender-balanced, consist of seven mem-
bers from different age groups and nationali-
ties (six old-timers and one person who
recently became resident) and they will hold
office for three years. They will endeavour
to make decisions by consensus, but if that is
not possible, a decision will be made by two
third majority. An affected person can
appeal against its decisions.

The Regulations further specify when a
person ceases to be Aurovilian. To deal with
complaints about a person’s behaviour as
being incompatible with Auroville’s ideals,
a Review and Assessment Service will be
constituted which has the power to take mea-
sures against the person concerned, ranging
from public warnings to deciding that a per-
son has to leave Auroville for a certain peri-
od of time or permanently. Appeal against
the decisions of this Review and Assessment
Service is possible in most cases. The
Regulations also deal with the Register of
Residents and the Master List, and specifies
what is to be done in case the Secretary of

‘the Auroville Foundation refuses the request

to give his recommendation for a visa or res-
idential permit.

The Admission Policy differentiates four
categories of people living in Auroville:
Aurovilians, Auroville Students; Relatives
and Partners of Aurovilians; and Friends of
Auroville. The Admission Policy specifies
the conditions for joining Auroville under
each of these four categories and details the
work of the Entry Service in this regard.

A major change from the present admis-
sion policy is that the Newcomer probation-
ary period has been reduced from two years
to one year, though it can be extended by
periods of six months if required. The new
Policy also gives a special status to former
Aurovilians who want to rejoin Auroville
under the header ‘Returning Aurovilian.’

The Auroville Students’ section not only
deals with children of Aurovilians below the
age of 18, but also gives the conditions
under which other persons below the age of
18 can study at Auroville schools, without
being accompanied by their parents. This
section will gain importance if Auroville
schools decide to educate non-Auroville
children.

The section on Relatives and Partners
describes how ageing or ailing family mem-
bers of Aurovilians who need to be near
their Aurovilian relative, can live in
Auroville. It also deals with spouses of
Aurovilians who have not become
Aurovilian.

The category Friends of Auroville clari-
fies how a person who regularly wishes to
visit Auroville and live there for a limited
period of time without becoming an
Aurovilian can contribute to an apartment
for temporary use in Auroville.

purpose, the two new proposals and the old one
were voted upon by the 64 Aurovilians present.
The old proposal received 24 votes; one of the
new ones got 14 votes while the third one
obtained no votes at all. The chairman, a mem-
ber of the Working Committee, then declared
the old proposal accepted and informed the
community that it would be presented to the
Governing Board. Those who later muttered
that the 24 majority votes could hardly be called
‘representing Auroville’ were reminded of the
many Aurovilians who, at some point of time,
had participated in the drafting of one or other
version of the proposals and that nobody had
been prevented from attending this meeting. “If
they don’t want to come, it’s their concern,”

concluded the chairman, who reminded the
meeting that, as long as the community had not
redefined the rules for decision making of the
Residents’ Assemblies, there were the rules of
the game,

Case closed? Not really. Various
Aurovilians have meanwhile proposed revisions
of the accepted proposal. Apart from this, the
proposal has yet to be accepted by the
Governing Board, which may and most proba-
bly will make amendments, before it is sent to
the Ministry of Human Resource Development
who will lay it, in accordance with the
Foundation Act, before each House of
Parliament.

Carel
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uroville’s  connection

with UNESCO goes

back to the mid 1960s.

At that time some mem-

bers of  the Sr
Aurobindo Society who were taking an
active role in promoting Auroville
wanted to approach UNESCO for an
endorsement of the planned project.
Their reasoning was that nobody
would open their purse strings for such
a project unless UNESCO endorsed it
first.

‘When Mother heard of the plan she
was scornful. *T said to those who look
after Auroville, I told them ‘Those peo-
ple (UNESCO) are two hundred years
behind the carth’s march, so there’s lit-
tle hope they’ll understand’.” But, She
added, “I didn’t tell them not to deal
with them — I don’t give any advice.”

The UNESCO link was duly
made. In fact, so successful were
Auroville’s promoters that within the
same year the General Assembly of
UNESCO unanimously passed the first
of four resolutions of support for
Auroville, inviting “member states and
international non-governmental orga-
nizations to participate in the develop-
ment of Auroville as an international
cultural township designed to bring
together the values of different cultures
and civilisations in a harmonious envi-
ronment with integrated living stan-
dards which correspond to man’s phys-
ical and spiritual needs.”

Since then UNESCO has support-

The UNESCO connection

Ms. Minja Yang, the new Director of UNESCO, New Delhi,

during her vist to Auroville

ed Auroville in various ways. It has
sponsored international conferences, it
has provided financial support for spe-
cific projects and UNESCO’s top peo-
ple have continued to say nice things
about us (two Director-Generals were
also members of our International
Advisory Council).

The question remains, however,
how far are Auroville and UNESCO
natural bed-fellows? Are the aims of
the two organizations really conso-

nant? Or is this merely a marriage of
convenience?

Luigi of Auroville’s Future is in no
doubt. Quoting one of UNESCO’s
founding-fathers to the effect that
“Lasting peace must first be born in the
minds of Men”, Luigi pointed out that
Auroville’s aims were almost identical,
“except that here we are trying to cre-
ate peace not only in the mind but also
in the heart and body of Man.” He was
speaking on the occasion of the recent
visit to Auroville of Ms: Minja Yang,
the new Director of UNESCO, New
Dethi.

Ms. Yang gave her take on the

relationship. “At UNESCO we are
dealing with the grand politics of mis-
sion, but beautiful words can only be
translated into action through very tan-
gible actions such as-those engaged in
by you. So for UNESCO Auroville
represents a dream, What you are try-
ing to do here is a microcosm of all the
things UNESCO is trying to defend at
the global level.”

UNESCO has been accused of
being over-bureaucratic and of being
an expensive talking-shop which is out
of touch with the needs of those at the
bottom of the pile. Ms. Yang accepted
some of the criticisms, but noted they
were sometimes based on a misunder-
standing of UNESCO’s role. “We are
not a funding agency but a normative
one.” UNESCO’s job is to engage in
dialogue with governments to ensure
that certain internationally agreed-
upon norms are adhered to. While its
guiding mission remains the promotion
of world peace through education,
social and cultural development, it is
seeking innovative ways, she said, to
promote gender equality, poverty alle-
viation and to foster alternative forms
of development through making infor-
mation technology available to all.

All very praiseworthy, if a tad jar-
gonistic. What really brought Ms.
Yang into focus, however, was when
she described the educational difficul-
ties of her dyslexic son. He was reject-
ed by school after school until she
found the right educational environ-

ment for him where, suddenly, he
bloomed, The point she was making
was close to Awrovilian hearts.
“Examinations should not be used to
eliminate those who trail behind. The
important thing is the quality of educa-
tion, not statistics about how many
children are receiving schooling or tak-
ing examinations.”

Ms. Yang is full of drive and of
idealism. But she’s also a pragmatist.
When Luigi presented to her the idea
of Auroville being designated a
UNESCO Heritage Site of the Future,
she said it would be very difficult to get
such a status. She was interested, how-
ever, in Bhagawandas’s proposal to set
up village centres for the production
and distribution of dynamised water.
“But these are expensive projects.
Can’t you scale these machines down
to the size of a household?” Ms. Yang
received other presentations during her
visit. They included Joss speaking
about Nadukuppam High School,
Gilles Boulicot on bioregional water
management and Uma on the
Tsunamika initiative.

So does UNESCO really under-
stand what Auroville is about? Mother
implied that it didn’t, and perhaps
never would. (When UNESCO refers
to the need to “manage social transfor-
mation” it doesn’t appear to have the
supramental in mind.) But does that
really matter as long as the tracks don’t
diverge too much?

Alan
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HUMAN UNITY

The world’'s longest love letter

Indian and Pakistani children take an initiative to bring the countries together

emant Lamba, from

Auroville, was one of

three Indian nationals

who  travelled to

Lahore, Pakistan earlier
this year. The team had an unusual
mission: to deliver The World’s
Largest Love Letter from the children
of India to the children of Pakistan.

The event was hosted by Friends
Without Borders, and is part of a much
larger campaign that aims at getting
the children of both nations to com-
municate and get to know each other
by exchanging letters.

“The whole movement was initiat-
ed by two friends from the US, John
Silliphant and Mark Jacobs,” explains
Hemant.

The World’s Largest Letter,
which was almost the size of a cricket
stadium (86,400 square feet!) was
made of tarpaulin, covered with draw-
ings and had the following message
written in Hindi, Urdu and English:
“Dear Children of Pakistan, Let’s join
hearts in friendship. Together we can
make a better world. —The Children of
India”

Tarpaulin strips bearing the names
and addresses of Indian schools and
the signatures of thousands of children
from across the country made up the
border of the letter. Those were to be
delivered to Pakistani schools. The
idea was to link up schools from both
sides of the border so the students
from both countries could start to
communicate on a regular basis.

Before arriving in Pakistan, the
letter travelled to a number of big
cities across India. “I was fortunate to
be part of it from the beginning, and to
be present for all the big stadium
events,” says Hemant. “Hundreds of
children from different schools partic-

The world's longest love letter in the Gaddafi Stadium in Lahore

ipated in the letter’s creation in
Bangalore, with the assistance of artist
John Devaraj. Then it was unveiled in
Bombay’s biggest cricket stadium.
From there the letter travelled to
Ahmedabad, where hundreds of chil-
dren from different schools carried its
border strips through the streets, walk-
ing to a church, a mosque, a syna-
gogue, a temple, and then converging
on the Gandhi Ashram.” From there
everything was packed in small trucks

A Pakistani girl (left) and an Indian girl prepare the love letter
the night before it is displayed in the Stadium

READER'S QUESTIONS
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which drove along the border between
both countries “...releasing vibrations
of love and goodwill in the area which
witnessed one of the worst atrocities
during Partition.” The last stop in
India was Amritsar, Jallianwalla bagh,
and from there the letter was carried
across the Wagah border into
Pakistan.

On April 4th, some five thousand
Pakistani students gathered at the
Gaddafi Stadium in Lahore to receive
the world’s largest letter of love and
friendship from the children of India,
as well as a symbolic pen. “The
atmosphere was vibrant, festive. It
was a truly momentous event of
friendship between the two countries,”
Hemant remembers. “In response to
the letter, students from the Lahore
Grammar  School sang “The
Friendship Song”, which they had
composed for the children of India.”

Along with the letter, the team
brought with them some 30,000 other
letters written by children from
schools in India to the children in
Pakistan. And these children from
schools in Pakistan will now write
back to their new friends in India.

“The upsurge of goodwill and
friendship amongst the children of
both countries has been amazing,”
says Hemant, “When we were in
Lahore, the local press came up with
rave reviews of the event. Television

also made it big news.”

Hemant, who grew up in Delhi,
hails from a family with roots on the
other side of the North West frontier.
Visiting Pakistan had always been one
of his greatest dreams. “Lahore is a
vibrant city, with a very cosmopolitan
look. Knowing [ was from India, peo-
ple were so open and friendly. I felt so
welcome there. It was like being
home,” he remembers. He had taken
with him a handful of soil from the
Matrimandir which he deposited at
Datasahib’s Mazaar, one of the
biggest mausoleums of a Sufi saint in
the city. “I asked the people: which is
the place for peace in Lahore? And
they took me there.”

Coming back to the mission that
brought him to Pakistan, Hemant con-
tinues: “All the children in the world
have the same dreams. The children of
India and Pakistan are not interested in
the past, not interested in conflict.
They have very simple, common
goals: they love sports, friendship,
looking towards their future. We need
not keep fighting to change the border
between both countries. Instead we
should work to open the hearts. As one
of the kids who participated in the
event expressed so beautifully:
‘Borders are for geography not for the
hearts’.” Emmanuele
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Mother's bronze bust

n 1965, years before the Auroville inauguration

ceremony, the Auroville office was in Roger

and Purna’s house in the corner building oppo-

site the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. The main room

upstairs had a big oval table around which
meetings were held to decide how to organise the
work — i.e. land purchase, Roger’s plans, finance,
transport, etc. These meetings, which used to take
place about once a fortnight, were very inconclusive
because of differing opinions, arguments, and clashes
of personalities.

During one of these meetings, some time in 1966,
the Mother suddenly sent a beautiful bronze bust of
Herself — with a note to state that the disagreements
arose because we had forgotten the most important
thing — Her presence. From then on the Bronze Bust
of the Mother was kept in front of Her place at the
oval table. In fact the atmosphere improved no end
and we were able to reach agreement on various plans
of action.

When the Auroville office moved to the beach
front, T lost sight of the bronze bust. The last time I

saw it was more than thirty years ago on the counter of
the dining room of Promesse. I enquired about it from
time to time, but was never able to trace it. Then, one
day, I learned that the Mother’s bust was in the medi-
tation room of the village school in Promesse, run by
Varadarajan.

As | believe that Mother put Her force into this
bust when She originally sent it to us, and as She has
also mentioned that crystalline mineral substances
keep their vibrations indefinitely, — I suppose bronze
as well — I have been wondering if Mother’s bronze
bust shouldn’t be present at Auroville meetings today
to help true solutions to emerge?

Michael Neville,
Sri Aurobindo Ashram

Postscript
Several years ago, Varadarajan gave the bust to the
Matrimandir office, where it had a prime place in the
accounts office upstairs. When this office was moved
downstairs, Mother’s bronze bust followed. It is still

there.

Gilles Guigan

Mother's bronze bust in the

Matrimandir office

In brief
New IAC members

After the resignations of Dr.
Ariyaratne and Dr. Diana Eck as
members of the International
Advisory Council (IAC), the
Government of India on July 17th,
2006 nominated Dr. Vishakha N.
Desai, President, Asia Society, New
York USA, and Prof. Michael
Murphy, California, USA as IAC
members. Their term of office will
be for the remaining term of the
IAC, i.e. up to October 2008.
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After a gap of three years, the
newly formed Land Consolidation
Committee (LCC) has restarted
purchasing land for Auroville. The
LCC has asked all Aurovilians who
have been engaged in private
negotiations during this period to
work with the LCC.

Economy Group

The Economy Group has asked for
feedback on the question whether
Auroville should have a uniform
maintenance structure in which all
Aurovilians working full time would
get the same maintenance irre-
spective of the work they do. Or
whether some differentiation could
be made according to the work
and funds available and individual
aspirations and needs. At present,
the Economy Group gives mainte-
nances faking into account the
number of hours worked, the per-
son's responsibility and commit-
ment, the years in work and in
Auroville, the person's harmonious
attitude in working and the non
availability of any other resources.
As basing the maintenance on such
criteria might be seen as a devia-
tion from the original guidelines
given by the Mother, the Economy
Group invites the larger communi-
ty to provide feedback and pro-
posed to hold a seminar on this
issue.

Dreamcatching

After the previous exhibition of
ideas about Entrance to Auroville,
the Dreamcatchers made a second
exhibition in Revelation on percep-
tions of the Greenbelt and other
designated 'green’ areas and their
function within the overall scheme
of Auroville. The Dreamcatchers’
primary focus is on evolving new
processes and forms of communi-
cation through learing to dream
‘The Dream’ together, rather than
providing ready-made solutions.

Health Fund

After a few years of experimenting,
the Funds and Assets Management
Committee has decided to make
participation in the Auroville Health
Fund mandatory for all Aurovilians
and Newcomers, except in cases
where individuals sign a waiver
taking full financial responsibility
for their medical needs. The Health
Fund is also investigating how to
cover the costs of major opera-
tions.

No outside em =
ment ploy

The Acting Secretary, Auroville
Foundation, has  reminded
Aurovilians of foreign origin that
they cannot seek employment or
offer consultancy with institutions
that are not relatable to Auroville,
as that is considered a violation of
the conditions under which their
Entry Visa is issued.

Next AVI meeting
Auroville International centres are
organizing an additional 2006 AVI
meeting in Formia (between Rome
and Naples), Italy, from October 7
- 14th. For more info contact
Kathy@auroville.org.in
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More than Fair Trade

In Auroville, Fair Trade has been an issue since 2004. Here are some of the perceptions on Fair Trade.

henever you go shopping in

the West you’ll find a cheap

orange juice on the same shelf

as a more expensive one

which carries the Fair Trade
logo. The difference is not only the price. When
you buy a Fair Trade product you are getting a
guarantee that no people or environments were
exploited to make the product you’ve bought,
and that the producer gets a fair deal. Companies
have begun to understand that they sell not only
products but also the stories of the producers
behind them. Taste and quality is no longer
enough. Consumers want to have a clean con-
science, too.

A cup of fair-trade coffee

Marc’s coffee roasting centre is almost
ready. He has selected an organic and Fair Trade
coffee and is importing the machines. Auroville
has been chosen as the location. Despite adverse
climatic conditions (high humidity spoils roast-
ed coffee) he and his partner have taken up the
challenge. They count on direct interactions
with the southern Indian farmers who will sup-
ply coffee beans. “We want to promote entrepre-
neurship by training farmers to grow and distrib-
ute”, says Marc. “Not only access to the market
is important, also empowerment”.

Marc is the coffee project holder for the
Mereville Trust and, together with Pratap
Chatterjee, manages the overall operations of
the Trust. His roasting centre is going to be the
first Fair Trade food product initiative under
Auroville’s auspices. In Auroville so far mainly
aromatherapy oils, incense and pottery have
been sold with the Fair Trade mark. In 2004 the
Mereville Trust, registered under the Auroville
Foundation, became affiliated to IFAT, an inter-
national organization that supports the Fair
Trade movement. As the roasting centre will
operate under the Mereville Trust umbrella, it
will automatically fall under IFAT’s regulations.

These regulations state that products that
carry the Fair Trade mark must meet certain
minimum standards. No child or forced labour,
minimum health and safety as well as environ-
mental standards must be complied with. Small
scale farmers receive a fair and guaranteed price
for their products and workers on plantations
receive a fair wage. Long-term contracts are
signed between the producer and the trading
organisation to allow for planning over longer
periods of time and sustainable production prac-
tices.

“IFAT will check the social aspects and
make sure that the profit goes to certified Fair
Trade projects”, explains Marc. “The new activ-
ity will also have to prove that it has health care
schemes for employees and that there are subsi-
dies available for their education and training”.

For most of the Indian coffee growers and

' plantation workers the reality is vastly different.

In India five million people depend on coffee for

their livelihood. In Karnataka, Kerala and parts
of Tamil Nadu the coffee industry is one of the
largest employers. Most of the workers are adi-
vasis (indigenous people) or dalits (socially
backward) from the Nilgiri hill belt. 98% of the
plantations are small holdings with less than 10
hectares, very vulnerable to price fluctuations.
Since 1982 they have been victims of the deep
crises which made coffee prices drop to a level
below the cost of production.

Marc paints a gloomy picture of the coffee
market. “When a broker knocks on the farmer’s
door with a deal, he says ‘either you buy at my

FAIR TRADE

CERTIFIED

The Fair Trade certified coffee logo

price or you don’t sell at all,” so the farmers sell
at a loss”. The income is not enough to keep the
farm going so they take up loans they are not
able to repay. Children stop going to school and
work along with parents. It's about life and
death. The press provides updates on farmers’
suicides.

Now the trend is slowly being reversed for
coffee. The International Coffee Organization
(under the UN) has already understood the need
to re-regulate the coffee market and advocates
roasting coffee in countries of origin so that the
value addition remains in the country.

Fair Trade is gaining momentum. It seems
that the concept, which is 30 years old and was a
small movement in the beginning, has finally
appealed to decision-makers. Marc is confident
that Fair Trade coffee can be competitive. The
competitive advantage is the low cost of market-
ing. “All you have to do is to go to the IFAT
webpage and see who is on the list of suppliers
and buyers. Now it’s time for the Fair Trade vol-
umes to pick up and shift from low to high qual-
ity. The challenge for Fair Trade is to encourage

the private conventional sector to establish Fair
Trade product lines”, explains Marc.

Imagination’s Fair Trade

“We give fair wages to the employees, we
keep transparent accounts, there’s no child
labour”. The two fresh managers of
Imagination, Harish and Kathir, explain what
Fair Trade means for them in practice.
Imagination is a textile handicraft company and
the only Fair Trade certified unit in Auroville.
“We do much more than that. There are after-
noon activities and holidays for the employees.
We have monthly meetings where they can dis-
cuss, share and complain”.

Fair Trade membership benefits not only the
employees. The network is a good channel for
small struggling businesses to continue their
operations. “As a Fair Trade member we have a
lot of benefits”, says Kathir. From the IFAT
newsletter that circulates between the members,
the Fair Trade buyers learn about the Fair Trade
suppliers. “Our company is now on the list.
Customers can contact us directly to inquire
about the products.”

What has changed after they got the Fair
Trade certificate? “We have more expenses
connected to the welfare of the employees but
on the other hand we have more customers and
we benefit from free training and assistance by
IFAT’s designers and marketing experts”,
explains Harish. “With that certificate our buy-
ers are sure that we are treating our employees
well. They don’t have to ask all the small ques-
tions — the Fair Trade organization does enough
ground work to answer their inquiries”.

Unfair Fair Trade?

“It’s all business, an outward show”, says
Ms. Lachman. “It has been distorted”.

Ms. Lachman is an executive in the New
School Crafts and one of the pioneers of
Auroville. She came to stay Auroville in 1979.
Her first encounter with the Fair Trade concept
was in 1998, when a lady from an Italian fair-
trade company paid a visit in the New School
Crafts. She had a look at the company when Ms.
Lachman was away and obviously liked what
she saw. “She became friendly and asked many
questions. Where does your profit go? Is it a pri-
vate company? How are the workers treated? I
told her that the business belonged to Auroville,
and that all profit went to Auroville, as per
Auroville’s aims. I told her that I was working
for the Divine and was supported by Auroville.
In the New School Crafts we took care of our
employees. We wanted to better their standard
of living, educate their children, make their
houses comfortable. She explained the Fair
Trade principles to me. Then she purchased
samples of our products and after a few months
placed a big order. I was very happy to get
involved in Fair Trade”.

Today Ms. Lachman doesn’t beat around the

bush when she’s talking about Fair Trade. “In
practice the purchasers themselves do not follow
Fair Trade principles. They say they care about
the workers. But they go where they can find
cheaper products — now India, tomorrow Nepal,
Bangladesh or Thailand.”

“I had a buyer who claimed to be Fair
Trade”, says Uma, a founder of Upasana Studio,
a fashion company in Auroville, and a design
consultant in IFAT. “He presented me with a list
of the Fair Trade standards that he follows, and
then tried to force down my prices. Who is
going to compromise in such a case?”, she asks
indignantly. “I’'m not against Fair Trade, but
myself I will not go for it. I believe in much
higher ideas than the Fair Trade”. For Uma talk-
ing about Fair Trade in Auroville is like bringing
wood to a forest. “Fair Trade is the basis from
which all business in Auroville has to begin”,
states Uma. “It was my very first step: if any-
thing, I had to be Fair Trade ! Auroville is far
beyond that stage already. We ensure working
conditions that exceed anything that is offered to
employees in the rest of Tamil Nadu. I never
even think of Fair Trade regulations”.

“Auroville doesn’t need Fair Trade”, agrees
Harish. “Auroville is a different project. There is
no private property and people don’t work for
personal profits but to contribute to the develop-
ment of the town. It’s more than Fair Trade
requires.”

Joanna

CD RELEASE

-n February the EACH ONE TEACH
ONE Crew from Bremerhaven, Germany
‘came to Auroville to team up with local
musicians and the slowly developing local
4. Hip-Hop scene to record a crossover
Peace CD. Simultaneously an interested group
of Aurovilians formed a gospel choir, conducted
by German singer Vivian Glade. The Highlight
of these two workshops was the PAX Concert in
Kalabhumi in March, where the choir enter-
tained with their fruits of fun and members of
the EACH ONE TEACH ONE Crew performed
German Hip-Hop songs, break-dance and many
more enjoyable delicacies.

The results of this peace trip are now pub-
lished on CD. The sleeve note says: “Music
touches people’s emotions and in connection
with positive messages poetry may have a heal-
ing effect on one’s soul, and it might help to
make the world become the beautiful place it
could be”. _

The PAX project CD can be downloaded at
http:/fwww.work-on-peace.de/

NEW TECHNOLOGIES

Effective Micro-organisms for sanitation

EM is increasingly being used in Tamil Nadu

ffective micro-organisms

(EM) was discovered in

Japan in the 1960s. It's a

combination of lactic acid

bacilli, photosynthetic
bacteria, yeast and other organisms
and it has been found to be very use-
ful in, among other things, treating
waste water, solid waste, in enhancing
organic fertilizer and as a bio-pesti-
cide. It was introduced in Auroville in
late 1999, Dr. Lucas, manager of
AuroAnnam, is one of its main propo-
nents.

On December 29th 2004, three
days after the tsunami, AuroAnnam
was contacted by the Secretary of
Rural Development of the Tamil
Nadu Government who had just been
put in charge of tsunami emergency
relief. She wanted to know if EM
technology could be used in public
sanitation work along the affected
coast. If so, she wanted a programme
to be implemented immediately.
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“It was a huge task,” says
Dr.Lucas. “But the state machinery
was in place to help with the technol-
ogy transfer, and officials from vari-
ous coastal districts were put in touch
with us.” Within a week, AuroAnnam
made a stock of activated EM avail-
able for relief organizations working
in the affected areas. “But only a few
NGOs in Cuddalore and
Nagapattinam districts used EM in
their public sanitation efforts. Most
agencies preferred dusting with chlo-
rinated bleaching powder or, even
worse, spraying pesticides to control
insects.”

Lucas was not disheartened by the
poor reception and application of EM.
“In fact we were happy that EM got
its foot into the door of public health,”
he says. “A few times, the local media
reported on EM technology and the
Secretary publicly stated that EM was
successfully used in the immediate-
tsunami hygiene efforts and so had

The new toilet block of the Visitors’ Reception Centre, designed for

daily use by 2000 people, will use EM technology

helped to prevent the outbreak of an
epidemic.”

The interest of the Department of
Rural Development in AuroAnnam’s
EM technology has since continued,
“The Secretary wants us to introduce
EM technology in all districts of
Tamil Nadu, preferably in every

block of Tamil Nadu. She wants to
see EM being used in at least in one
public toilet or sanitary complex and
in one composting site. And then she
wants feedback on its performance —
what are the problems with using
EM, does it work well, and if not,
why not.”

But even though AuroAnnam has
done a few demonstrations at the dis-
trict levels, it has nof yet been able to
convince the Iess senior officials to
use it. Lucas says candidly. “The top
level is fully convinced; but things do
not move in the middle bureaucratic
levels. The motivation to implement
a technology that is cheap, cost-effec-
tive and interesting is, sadly, zero,
and I haven’t exactly understood
why.”

Meanwhile, AuroAnnam has
started working on a smaller scale
with local NGOs and, increasingly,
within Auroville. “A demonstration
site is just being finished in
Auroville,” says Lucas. He is refer-
ring to the new toilet building at the
Visitors® Centre that uses EM
Technology for hygiene and for
sewage treatment. “Its success can be
judged by every visitor to Auroville!”
he declares.

Priya Sundaravalli
















