Aurovilie

MAY 2003, N0.172

MAIN ISSUE: Auroville and its neighbours Pages1anda-5

m Auroville workers surveyed
E Welcoming centres from Tamil Nadu
B The progress of Women'’s Clubs

Auroville's international
affiliations may not
always have gone hand-
in-hand with its regional
networking but for the
past decade, due to the
widening radius of the
township's socio-eco-
nomic initiatives and a
deeper interest in Tamil
language, traditions and
cuiture, a newer, more
mutually beneficial
relationship between
Auroville and its neigh-
bours is coming into
being.

In this issue we examine
Auroville's relationship
with one of the oldest
living cultures of the
world, we cover the
recent seminar which
introduced Auroville to
Tamil devotees of the

Mother and Sri
Aurobindo, we reveal
preliminary resuits from
a unique survey of

Auroville workers, and
we provide an update on
the progress of Women's
Group in the local vil-
lages - initiatives that
are forging a stronger
tie and a common des-
tiny between Auroville
and the people who
helped it all happen.

Why Tamil Nadu?

Meenakshi talks about the special relationship between Auroville and its home State

Long ago, even before I came to Auroville,

the Tamil Nadu State government had put
some efforts into creating a Tamil Academy inside
Bharat Nivas. The then Chief Minister,
Mr.Karunanidhi, and the great Tamil Scholar
Navalar Nedunchezhiyan were both behind this
project that was going to benefit the international
community in Auroville and provide a link with
Tamil Nadu. At that time, there was an idea to have
separate pavilions for '
the various States, and
the present Laboratory
of Evolution was the ex-
Tamil pavilion. So this
is the background we
are starting from; and all
we have done is to
revive an idea by giving
it a new shape and struc-
ture.

In 1993, on the 25th
anniversary of
Auroville, Varadarajan,
Subhash and I got
together and brought out
the first brochure on
Auroville in Tamil. That
was a turning point - to

T he Tamil Nadu-Auroville dream is not new.

Siddhas (wandering saints of Tamil Nadu) done in
the land of the Tamils. Mother was fascinated by
Saint Ramalinga Vallalar of Vadalur, who apparent-
ly achieved the transformation of the body. In Sri
Aurobindo's time, Bhagawan Ramana was in
Thiruvannamalai living in Arunachala, which was
discovered to be geologically one of the oldest
rocks on earth. So we are in the oldest land, sur-
rounded by the works of the Siddhas, Alwars, and
Nayanmars, many of whose works-have been

bring Tamil publica-
tions from Auroville :
about Auroville by Aurovilians. This brochure was
special in that it was an original work, not translated
from English or French. It covered a wide variety of
topics such as Sri Aurobindo, The Mother,
Auroville and its Charter, India and Auroville, and
Tamil Nadu and Auroville, and was shared in a pub-
lic forum.

We have all done a lot of research on why
Auroville is in Tamil Nadu. The Mother too, chose
the physical site of Auroville with uncanny preci-
sion when so many other options were available
that were more beautiful and bountiful. Maybe the
reason is not given clearly, but from Sri
Aurobindo's writings and the Mother's talks we
realized that they often refer to the great work of the

Lighting lamps at the Tamil Heritage Centre

praised by Sri Aurobindo.

There is something very special about this
place; otherwise Auroville could not have sprung
up here. Poppo has discovered an ancient civiliza-
tion right below us dating back 3000 years old.
Materials from the excavations suggest that a pas-
toral community may have lived in this area, and
they were probably the first settlers. Mother talks
about the people native to this area as the *first citi-
zens' of Auroville. She also goes on to say that
Auroville is not a Tamil village, and the residents of
Auroville have to strive to be "True Aurovilians'.

When I came here twenty five years ago, the
feeling here and in Pondicherry was that the Tamil
people are the working class, and that the Tamil lan-

guage belongs to the servants. So at the time, there
was no existing medium to talk about the language
of the people living here or about their culture.
Slowly we gathered historical anecdotes relating to
this geographical area, and over a period of years,
we were able to tell the Tamil people about their
rich heritage and culture.

Now there is much happening towards reaching
out to the local Tamil people living in and around
Auroville. A journal in Tamil has been in circula-
tion within Auroville for the past six years, and
Auroville News appears in Tamil. More recently, a
Tamil Heritage Centre has also come into existence.
Some may question the need for this Centre when
there is already the Centre for Indian Culture. But
Tamil culture is one of the oldest known living cul-
tures, and there is the need to link the Tamil popula-
tion living across the globe. There is an idea now to
make Bharatipuram, which exists within the
Auroville City region, into a living Tamil Heritage
Village. Thus slowly we find meaning to our pres-
ence here and integrate with the people native to
this area.

The Auroville-Tamil Nadu seminar (see below)
has come about in this environment. Research at
Auroviile has to be taken both within and without,
and a seminar such as this is only an extension of
our initial efforts at reaching out. There is a great
need for links and communications from Auroville
with the people of Tamil Nadu. In this seminar, we
invited people who were already familiar with the
teachings of the Mother and Sri Aurobindo, and
therefore invited people associated with the Sri
Aurobindo Centres in various districts of Tamil
Nadu. One of the aims of this seminar was to intro-
duce Auroville and provide correct information
about it, thereby clearing any misconceptions. A
more philosophical goal of this seminar was to
unify the different Sri-Aurobindo Centres, some of
which have serious differences of opinions, and per-
haps pave the way for a new unity or a Tamil
Charter. Ultimately, our responsibility is to slowly
make people realize that we are Karma Yogis here
in Auroville, and that we give the utmost impor-
tance to our work.

Narrated to Priya Sundaravalli

Presenting Auroville to the Tamil People

Outreach efforts through a one day seminar

ebruary 22nd, 2003 was a spe-
F cial day for a group of
Tamilians visiting Auroville.
For many of these visitors, it was their
very first time in Auroville and for all
of them it was their first close interac-
tion with Aurovilians. They were
attending a day long seminar on the
topic of Auroville and Tamil Nadu.
The seminar was the brainchild of
Syamala, and it came about when she
was on a trip to the Baroda Maharaja's
Palace in Udhagamandalam (Ooty),
one of the few places that Sri
Aurobindo had visited in Tamil Nadu.
Syamala felt that on the 125th birth
anniversary of the Mother, it would be
special to gather like-minded people

from all across Tamil Nadu and pre-
sent a seminar on Auroville in
Auroville. This would be significant
since many people outside Auroville
experience bhakti (devotion) towards
the Mother and Sri Aurobindo, but
have little understanding of Auroville.
The idea was enthusiastically received
by others, and found support from the
Centre of Indian Culture which spon-
sored the event.

The primary focus of this seminar
was to introduce the people of Tamil
Nadu to Auroville by presenting what
Auroville is and what the residents are
attempting to realize here.

A call for participants sent to the
various Sri Aurobindo Centres across

Tamil Nadu drew a deluge of over 500
eager applicants. Varadarajan who
was not surprised with this over-
whelming response, says, "Many
Indians perceive Auroville as the
Mother's creation, and therefore it is
seen as important and sacred. So there
is already an inner relationship with
Auroville." However, only 80 individ-
uals could be hosted due to the inabili-
ty to accommodate such a large group
and the limited finances available.

Delegates came from big cities
like Madurai, Thiruchirapalli, Erode,
and small towns. They also came from
Pondicherry and from  within
Auroville and the surrounding vil-
lages.

Participants gathered the evening
before the seminar to attend an orienta-
tion and informally meet each other.
"We arranged for them to stay at the
Youth Hostel," says Auroyogi. "This
gave them the opportunity to relate to
each other before the events of the next
day. Conversations went on very late
into the night, with discussions on the
Mother and Sri Aurobindo. Also ideas
were exchanged about the functioning
of the various Sri Aurobindo Centres
with which they were associated.”

The following day, the seminar
had an auspicious beginning at the
Tamil Heritage Centre with the light-
ing of 125 oil lamps to mark the birth
anniversary of the Mother, followed

by a meditation and a silent consecra-
tion. The morning session was hosted
at the Tibetan Pavilion where the dele-
gates were introduced to Auroville by
several Aurovilians. "For most of the
delegates this was the first time they
were listening to residents of Auroville
speak about their work at Auroville,
and what they are doing physically,
psychologically, and mentally," says
Meenakshi. "The fact that many of -
these speakers were Westerners was
an eye-opener to them. They were
impressed by that since they saw them
as living examples or embodiments of
the actual human unity mentioned in
Auroville Charter.”

(continued on page 4)

eFolilowing the seed
oA new direction
page 2

sCycles galore
eCool to cycle

page 3

eGolden mumptis
eNew music complex

page 6

eGraceful dancer
eEchoes of spirit

page 7

oUNESCO on Auroville
eShopping dogy

page 8



FOOD

Following the seed

Annadana takes a new direction

he Annadana project, which
I occupies about four acres of
the Botanical Gardens, was
set up to promote the production, con-
servation and exchange of traditional
varieties of vegetables. The initial
intention was to 'broadcast’ seeds of
these varieties to organizations all
over India-to help, among other
things, farmers regain access to genet-
ic resources and to increase biodiver-
sity as a means to eradicating malnu-
trition-but this was not
a success. "Over the
past two  years,"
explains Stephane, the
coordinator of
Annadana, "we sent
out around 100,000
packets of seeds to 40
different  organiza-
tions, but while many
people grew the veg-
etables, hardly any-
body managed to save
seeds, and this was the
main purpose of the
initiative."

Stephane realized
that another approach
was needed. "Many of
the seeds we sent did
not come to fruition, so
I decided that this year,
rather than just sending
out many packets to
many places, I would
choose a few organiza-
tions and then follow
the seed to ensure it
was given the best
chance."

Stephane  chose
four  organizations-
two organizations

working in rural devel-
opment in Tamil Nadu,
and two Auroville organizations,
Auroville Village Action Group
(AVAG) and Pitchandikulam, which
are working with villages in the
Auroville bioregion. The idea was to
provide workshops in Auroville
which would train people from these
organizations in bio-intensive farm-

PERSONAL STORY

ing, composting, sowing, transplanta-
tion and pollination, and bio-pest con-
trol. In addition, Stephane and his
assistants visited the project sites sev-
eral times to give hands-on advice.
"For most of the participants it
was very new," says Stephane. "Our
approach is to produce much more
from a small plot. Basically we use
the French bio-intensive method of
cultivation with the addition of some
local and traditional wisdom. The key

YA

Stephane with traditional varieties of seed

is the quality of the soil. We show
how, using locally available biomass
(dry leaves, weeds etc.), a rich, fertile
medium for the seedlings can be cre-
ated within eight weeks. The local
wisdom (with recent improvements
by Dr. Margarita Corea) is the fer-
mented plant extract (made up of gar-

lic, onions, ginger) we use for pest
control and the vermiwash (earth-
worm technology) which acts as a fer-
tilizer. We also use Panchakavya, a
preparation made from five products
of the cow and known about since
Vedic times, as a soil inoculant."

To begin with it's a lot of hard
work. "Cultivating crops or vegeta-
bles is traumatic," explains Stephane,
"because for some time there's little to
show for all the effort: even when the
crop is ready it can be
wiped out by pests. And
then, after harvesting,
there is the challenge of
restoring fertility to the
soil." Stephane's solution
to the latter problem is to
scatter seeds of nitrogen
and carbon-fixing crops
(like millet, sorgum and
leguminous plants like
kulu) between the finished
crop. The resulting bio-
mass will be cut and
returned to the soil to
build up the fertility.
"After a time there's no
more digging. The plants
do everything for you!"

Stephane plans to
work with the four organi-
zations for two more
years. The second year
will be spent in the inten-
sive training of 1-2 techni-
cians from each organiza-
tion and in setting up
model demonstration gar-
dens and nurseries while,
during the third year, the
villagers covered by the
projects will be encour-
aged to create their own
home vegetable gardens.
But Auroville has not
been neglected. This year Stephane
has run similar workshops for
Aurovilians and their workers, and
there are now about ten highly-pro-
ductive home gardens in Auroville.

In the past Stephane cultivated the
Annadana plot with the intention of
saving seed, but this year he also went

Part of the Annadana vegetable garden

into production. "By the end of this
season I'll have sent about half a ton
of tomatoes-of different varieties in
all shapes and colours-to Pour Tous.
That's between 20-30 kg a day, or
about one third of the daily require-
ment. And all from a tiny plot. It
shows that Auroville can easily be
self-sufficient in vegetables for 5-6
months of the year. Next season, as a
kind of demonstration, I want to put
one acre under bio-intensive veg-
etable production. I reckon I'll be able
to provide 80% of Auroville's tomato
requirements for 2-3 months, all its
capsicum and many other vegeta-
bles."

This sounds fine, but what about
water usage? "The method we use
produces between 4-6 times the usual
crop while using four times less
water. This is because our soil is rich
in humus, and humus can hold seven
times its weight in water. So the rich-
er and deeper the soil the less water
we require. According to available
data, Aurovilians consume four times
more water in irrigating their gardens
than they do for household use. I esti-
mate that for just a quarter of the

. water Aurovilians put on their orna-

mental plants Auroville can be self-
sufficient in vegetables for six months
of the year."

Auroville's enormous potential:
it's a theme to which Stephane keeps
returning. But last year he learned a
hard lesson about how far we have yet
to go in fulfilling it. "We decided to
run a course in tropical agro-ecology

in Auroville. It's a fantastic idea:
everything we need-the skills, knowl-
edge,demonstration sites-is here. We
enrolled ten foreign students, all post-
graduates in agriculture, Yet, in spite
of their enthusiasm, we ended up hav-
ing to cut the course short. Why?
Basically because, while Aurovilians
undoubtedly have the knowledge,
they have yet to put it in a form easily
transferrable to others. So sometimes
the presentations were not clear
enough or there was no back-up mate-
rial to accompany them. Sometimes I
couldn't even get hold of people who
had promised to act as faculty! In
other words, we just weren't ready.
This has been a big lesson for me."
Stephane has now cut back his
workforce to three Tamil workers and
Mauricette, his faithful seed-banker.
"The last two years most of the energy
from Annadana has been flowing out
of Auroville. This was the approach
of Dominique-the founder of the
organization, Kokopelli, which gave
us huge financial support for the first
two years-because he wanted the
seeds of traditional varieties to be
spread as quickly and as widely as
possible. But it's a killing work if you
receive so little in return. So now I
feel a need to stand back, to first doc-
ument our knowledge and help make
Auroville self-sufficient in food, and
to rebuild our seed stock. Once we've
created a strong foundation — and if T
can make it through the coming year
financially! — we can start slowly
spreading out again." Alan

A new direction

Diane Bowler and her husband recently revisited Auroville, and made an important decision...

night air at Chennai airport that

did it for us; that dusty, dry,
Indian aroma with hints of cow and
spice and ash and fumes. And what
clinched it was the sign held aloft,
right in the middle of the heaving
crowd, saying 'Norman and Diane-
Mother's Travels-Auroville'. The gen-
tle white Ambassador car drove us
into the hot night for yet another 'holi-
day'in Auroville.

This was our third visit. On our
previous visit, nine months before,
we'd meditated in Matrimandir, lis-
tened to 'Savitri' in Savitri Bhavan and
met many nice people, but we could
not understand how Westerners could
commit themselves to living here.
Didn't they feel cut-off in this back of
beyond? Didn't they miss the variety
and comforts of Europe?

Anyway, here we were again and
after a short, hot sleep on a hard bed
with New Creation's howling dogs
outside, after a hunt for Guest Passes
and bicycles and after seeing a few
familiar faces, we felt very happy. We
were walking to Kuilapalayam
through the tamarind trees when my
husband suddenly said, "Why don't
we stay here for a long time? I feel

I t must have been the smell of the
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really good here." He is definitely not
a creature of impulse so I quickly said,
"Yes, yes, yes" and my heart jumped
for joy.

Three months later we are Friends
of Auroville and are discovering a
new direction to our lives. We realize
we've spent the last 45 years working
and raising a family and now the last
20 years, God willing, can be spent
creatively and spiritually in this sweet
land. We'll keep our house in Bristol,
England as we have four children, six
grandchildren and elderly parents, and
we'll probably continue to spend some
time there every year. But I'd like to
bring our children to Auroville some
day and show them there's an alterna-
tive to scrambled lives in London and
Los Angeles, that there are ideals and
they can be lived out.

We first came to Auroville twenty
five years ago on our bikes from
Pondicherry and were deeply
impressed with the red vastness and
commitment of the Aurovilians. In
Pondicherry we'd felt great peace at
Mother's Samadhi and in the quiet
streets of the Ashram. An American
lady invited us to her flat overlooking
the sea, gave us tea in white cups, and
told us how she had come to live in

the Ashram. We were very impressed.
Then we forgot about it. Twenty five
years later my husband had a serious
heart operation and was wondering
convalesce.

about  where to
Pondicherry
popped up out of
the great cosmic
soup, we booked
into Park Guest
House with a
room overlooking
the sea, and daily
he was restored to
health.

Well, terracot-
ta was always my
favourite colour
and now my feet
are dyed forever. I
love birds and
awake to their
canticles. I adore dogs and go for
dawn walks with three of them. I
make big pots from red earthenware
clay, and here they are under my feet,
enough to fill the world. I love
cycling, even in the rain and conges-
tion of Bristol, so to cycle here in the
woods race down the road through the
cashews is quite bliss. I enjoy variety
in music and films and this evening I

have three different programmes to
choose from — a French film, an out-
door slide show at Savitri Bhavan or a
piano recital. But then again I might
just sit on the verandah and eat
bananas
under a full
moon.

This, I
realize, is a
description
of a great
holiday and
does  not
include the
heat and the
dust, the
monsoon
and the
poochies,
the pot-
holed
roads, a daily diet of 'The Hindu'
newspaper...and I'm sure the charm of
shopping and dining in Kuilapalayam
will eventually wear thin. And how
will it be to see the same faces day
after day...?

But I am sure the beauty of the
bright sky and the feel of bare feet on
the red soil will never fail me. And, of
course, the beautiful Tamil women in

their gorgeous colours with jasmine in
their hair-how could I ever tire of
looking at them?

Always, deep down, the inspira-
tion and power behind all this abun-
dance and creativity is Sri Aurobindo
and Mother. There is never a room
without their faces. Where else would
I be constantly encouraged to educate
myself, not to grow old, to re-invent
myself? Where else could I have daily
access to the magnificent impossibili-
ty of Matrimandir, the elegance of
Savitri Bhavan, the eloquence of
Shraddhavan and Shraddalu, the con-
stant exposure to the beauty of
Mother's thought and, of course, the
dedication and inspiration of everyone
who lives here? Everyone here must
have taken a massive step of commit-
ment, and surely this must open the
door to grace and a new life in mind,
body and spirit.

So here we are, three weeks
before we return to England, one day
panicking at our sudden decision to
commit ourselves more fully to this
place, the next day inspired and
charmed by it all. We don't know how
it will turn out. It is completely in
Mother's hands and all we can do is
trust Her. Diane Bowler




CYCLING AND RECYCLING

A mountain of mountain bikes

The Cornish connection

tain bikes in India. So when

Andre D. was in Cornwall, U.K.,
earlier last year he bought a second-
hand mountain bike cheaply, brought
it back to Auroville and gave it to a
friend. When he returned to Cornwall
in September, he decided that this
time he'd bring back two or three used
mountain bikes and give them to
some local Tamil boys.

He decided to begin his search at
"Shiver Me Timbers", the shop of an
old friend called Terry Gray.
"Everybody in Cornwall knows
"Trader' Gray," says Andre. "His place
is just amazing: you can find
absolutely anything there. Anyway,
when I told him I was looking for two
or three second-hand bikes to take
back to Auroville he told me, "'We can

I t's difficult to get decent moun-

some of the lucky recipients: four boys from Udavi School (left), Velu

Andre did the interview: the next
day Andre's search for second-hand
mountain bikes for Indian youth was
front page news in "The Cornishman',
It worked: within three weeks a
mountain of mountain cycles-
between 70-80 in all-had been donat-
ed. "I had no idea what I was getting
into," said Andre, "but it was fun the
way everything happened so sponta-
neously. Suddenly everybody in
Cornwall knew about "the French guy'
who was looking for mountain bikes."
Of course, not all of the donated
cycles were in good condition. He and
Trader selected the 46 best. Then
came the matter of packing them for
transport. "I went to Halfords, a big
bicycle store in Penzance, and asked
if they had any boxes for cycles. The
man asked me how many I wanted.

and Segar (right), Matteo (bottom left) and Karim (hottom right)

do better than yet. Come back tomor-
row. I'll get a reporter from the local
paper over. Tell him your story and
let's see what happens."

When I told him 46 he said, 'You
must be Andre, the Frenchman from
India. Come, come.' He took me to
the storeroom and there was a big box

It's cool to cycle!

A very good human- powered zero-emission transport option, bicycles can even serve to bring peo-
ple from Germany to Auroville

n ambience of unbridled ide-
A alism surrounds Mareike (24)

and Amiram (29) when they
talk about their cycle tour from
Germany to India. "With this trip, we
promote cycling as the ultimate zero-
emission transport option,” they state,
pointing to the undeniable benefits that
cycling offers. It is environmentally-
friendly, causes no air-pollution, does-
n't depend on fossil fuels and doesn't
contribute to global warming. "We
want to raise awareness that people
should make a conscious decision of
what is important to them. Many do not
make the connection between their
own habits and the environmental pol-
lution we all face. They are not suffi-
ciently conscious that their decision to
take a plane, a car or motorbike con-
tributes to the very pollution they
object to. Our tour serves to make a
point: transportation can and should be
done differently."

Amiram holds a degree in electri-
cal engineering from the University of
applied science FH- Darmstadt,
Germany, and from the University of
Brighton, U.K.. Mareike studies
Landscape and Environmental
Planning at the Technical University in
Berlin, Germany. They decided to
cycle from Berlin to Auroville because
they had heard that Auroville is one of
the world's eco-cities. Mareike is com-
bining the visit with a practical semes-
ter at Auroville's Future, where she
helps in writing a report for the Indian
Central Pollution Control Board on

with 'Andre, India' written
on it. It was full of brand-
new spare parts-tyres, forks,
brakes etc. And he just
handed them to me."

Andre and Trader spent
three days packing up the
bikes, then sent them to
Avonmouth where they
were put on a boat for
Chennai. "All in all, it cost me
quite a bit to get them to Auroville,"
says Andre, "which means that I've
had to sell some of them to recover
my expenses. As for the rest, I want to
promote cycling in this area by mak-
ing it possible for local people to
enjoy it. So some bikes will be given

-to students of Udavi School-the

school runs a cycle tour every two
weeks but most students' bikes are old
and heavy-and two will be donated to
Tamil Aurovilians who are going to
cycle around India on a 'peace ride’. A
few more will be given to some local
boys so they can join us Thursday
afternoon cycle fanatics on our rides
through the fields and canyons of
Pondicherry and Tamil Nadu."

But what about spare parts?
Aren't they a problem to obtain? "Not
particularly," says Andre. "Many of
the parts are available in India. As for
the rest, the Auroville mountain bike
enthusiasts have accumulated a stock
of spares which can be used, and if
there's something I can't get here, I'll
buy it in a car-boot sale when I revisit
Cornwall and bring it back with me."

Will he also be bringing back
more bikes? "Trader is pushing me to
do so, but I still haven't finished reno-
vating the ones I brought last time.
While it's my hobby and I really love
doing it, I hadn't realized how much
work it would turn out to be." Trader,
who has just arrived in Auroville for a
visit, cackles. "Don't worry, your

Auroville as an example
of an eco city. Amiram
has joined Auroville
Energy Products. "We
took one year off," they
explained. "It took us four
months to get to India,
traveling through 10 coun-
tries and being in the sad-
dle for more than 7,000
kilometers. The only
exception was Pakistan,
where for safety reasons
we went by train." They
enjoyed the incredible hospi-
tality they received along the way from
countless individuals who offered free
drinks, food and even accommodation.
"People see that you work hard to get
from one place to another, and some-
how that creates trust," says Mareike,
"though sometimes, the hospitality was
almost too much.” They'll stay for four
months in Auroville, after which they
plan to cycle back, this time through
China, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and
Russia.

Being confirmed believers in
cycling, Amiram and Mareike view
Auroville's future traffic system as a
necessary mix of public transport and
bicycles. "If you don't want to get into
the traffic mess of other cities, and if
you truly believe in the need to combat
pollution and global warming, there is
no other option," they explain, quoting
the experience of cities such as
Copenhagen. "Cities that care about
good traffic management all focus on

Amiram (left) and Mareike

cycle use. In Copenhagen, one third of
all commuters now take the cycle. In
cities in The Netherlands, cyclists pre-
dominate. There is no reason why
Auroville can't follow those examples.
We've heard the objection that it is too
hot to cycle here, but the body can get
used to it. After all, people in Denmark
and Holland also got used to cycling
through rain and in cold weather. What
is required is a change in one's trans-
portation habits. For small distances,
say up to five kilometers, a bicycle
should be used, and the day's schedule
should be adjusted accordingly. For
those who cannot cycle, public trans-
port should be available. And for those
who like to cycle but for whom the
effort is too exhausting, there is the
indigenously developed electro-bike
from Auroville Energy Products.”

"It's cool to cycle," says Amiram,
"but it is definitely not cool to use your
motorbike or car when actually you

Trader (left) and Andre in Cornwall

place is assured in heaven. Actually,"
he explains, "there are far more bikes
where those came from. Cornwall is
not the easiest place for cycling-it's
hills everywhere-so some of the bikes
donated were unwanted presents. The
rest probably belonged to students
who had gone off to college. Almost
everybody in Cornwall seems to have
a bike stuck behind their shed that
they want to get rid of."

Trader's connection to Auroville
goes back to his first visit in 1977.
"There wasn't much in the way of
trees then, although I can remember
the wells were full. Now there are
trees everywhere, but the water level
is way down. I've visited three times
now and each time I've felt very good
here. I want to share this with others
so I'm interested in getting some kind
of exchange going between Auroville
and Cornwall. One possibility
involves The Eden Project (an award-
winning project in south Cornwall
where different biomes-desert, tropi-
cal rain forest, temperate etc.-have
been created under geodesic domes
for purposes of research and educa-
tion. eds.). I'd like some of the
Auroville greenworkers to go there
and share their expertise, and maybe
get some of the young Eden Project
helpers to come over here.

"And, of course, we want to keep
sending bikes...if Andre feels up to
it!" From an interview by Alan

could use your cycle. Indian cycle
manufacturers, though still some-
what behind America and Europe in
terms of development, are now also
selling lightweight bicycles with
front and back suspension and
gears. Those who want the best can
even bring their own cycle from
abroad as many Aurovilians from
the Auroville cycling club have
done. Cycling is no longer an all-
sweat business with heavy
machines, anyone can do it."

"Last but not least,” adds
Mareike, "cycling keeps one fit and is
cost saving. For those who are on the
point of taking a holiday we have
another tip: instead of visiting distant
countries, go by train to some place in
India and take your cycle along. You'll
be astonished at the different perspec-
tive you get and how easily you make
contacts with the population and other
cyclists. As we have experienced, peo-
ple, especially cyclists, love cyclists."”

Plans for the future include a visit
to other eco-cities in the world, such as
Curitiba in Brazil, the Gaviotas com-
munity in Bolivia and Waitakere in
New Zealand. "We are both
Greenpeace activists, we are planning
to publish our experience in the
Greenpeace Magazine and in newspa-
pers and hope that more people will
follow the example. For cycling is
good and it's lots of fun." Carel

For more information visit
www.berlin-indien.de

In brief

Governing Board

nominated
The Minister of Human
Resource Development has

nominated a new Governing
Board of the  Auroville
Foundation for a period of four
years. Except Shri Gajapati
Maharaja Dibyasingha Deb,
who has indicated that his ener-
gy will be needed elsewhere, all
the former members have been
re-nominated. Dr Kireet Joshi
continues as Chairman, with
members Dr D.P.
Chattopadhyaya, Dr Subash C.
Kashyap, Dr L.M. Singhvi, Mr.
Roger Anger, Smt. Jyoti
Madhok, Shri V.K. Pipersenia,
IAS, and Shri C. Balakrishnan.
Dr. Meera Srivastava has been
nominated as the new member.

International
Advisory Council

The Government of India has
not yet re-constituted a new
International Advisory Council.
The term of office of the former
members of the International
Advisory Council ceased on
December 16th, 2001.

AVI meeting this
summer

The AVI meeting will take place
at a chateau about 35 km from
Paris between 10th-14th June.
2003. The theme will be ‘human
unity'. Contact Satyakam at
devasmita@wanadoo.fr to reg-
ister.

Water campaign

A six-month water campaign
has been launched to reduce
water consumption in Auroville.
The focus will be on creating an
educational manual to change
water consumption patterns; to
conduct information sharing and
set up a permanent exhibition;
and prepare a code of conduct
policy with regard to water shar-

ing. :

Light chain for
Peace

On March 24th, more than 250
people lit candles at the Solar
Kitchen for peace.

Land Fund bonus
The Forest Group reported that
for the next six months, all the
money that goes into the Forest
Fund from the sale of wood and
cashews will be donated to the
Land Fund.

Meanwhile another Farmer's
market was held at the Youth
Centre to raise further funds for
the land.

Internet telephony
Long-distance phone calls using
the internet are becoming a
reality for Auroville. Those who
have their own computer need
to invest in some additional hard
and software, after which the
price per minute is Rs 5 instead
of Rs 25. Those without a com-
puter at home can use this ser-
vice at the public booth at New
Creation Corner.

AVI website

Auroville International U.K. has
opened a new website at
www.aviuk.org

Tamil New Year

Tamil New Year was celebrated
on 14th April with a puja in the
grounds of the Tamil Heritage
Centre. The almanac for the
coming year was read out.
Apparently it will be a prosper-
ous vyear, although adverse
weather conditions are also pre-
dicted.
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Auroville employees have their say

The report on the socio-economic survey of 3,762 Auroville employees made in the year 2000 is reaching completion. There

are some surprises...

postgraduates in social science from

Pondicherry University surveyed all of
Auroville's employees, meaning those working
for Auroville's units as well as those working for
individual Aurovilians. The objective of the sur-
vey was to obtain a socio-economic profile of
the employees in Auroville and to learn about
the dynamics between Auroville and the villages
that surround it. The questions asked delved
deeply into the personal lives of the workers:
they dealt with their income, their education,
their food, their expectations for their children in
terms of education and career, their domestic
water supply and waste treatment, whether they
own a house or land, whether they own a car, a
tractor or a motorbike, what they are short of, if
there are debts, and what they think about
Auroville and their relationship to Auroville.
Also data on alcohol consumption, smoking,
and the expenditure on occasions like weddings
and festivals were collected.

The data is not only useful for present plan-
ning, but will also be compared with data to be
collected in the future-there are plans to repeat
the survey every seven years-as a means to
gauge the overall impact of Auroville on the
bioregion. The answers of the employees also
provide an insight about the living conditions of
their spouses and children
and other relatives living in

F rom February to July 2000, a team of

pate.

The next phase was to process the enormous
amount of data that resulted from the survey.
This was done by Professor Gunasekaran and
two of his postgraduates. Unfortunately,
Professor Gunasekaran was then involved in a
traffic accident which resulted in the death of his
wife and serious injuries to himself, and the pub-
lication of the report has been delayed because
of this.

"Qur first job was to find out who, from
among the respondents was truly an Auroville
employee. Eventually we came to a number of
3,762 persons employed in the period February -
July 2000. The other interviewees were only
incidentally working for Auroville. From these
3,762 people, 33% said they were employed
permanently, 50% replied that they were
employed temporary but full-time, 14% did not
know their status, 2% were contract workers and
1% was working part-time. We found that the
average age of those working in Auroville is
young: 29.7 years. When we looked at the
wages paid, we were amazed that they were
lower than we had expected. The average
income was Rs 1,545 a month. The total amount
spent by Auroville on wages was about Rs 57.6
lakhs a month and we found that the 10% of the
employees in the highest income bracket took

collected did not support our
impression."

Professor Gunasekaran is
quick to point out, however, that
the outcome of this particular
part of the survey has to be
taken with a pinch of salt. He
explains: "We have not com-
pared the level of the wages
quoted by the employees with
the figures of the employers.
The survey is purely based on
the replies of the employees.
And you can never expect,
when doing a social survey,
that all the answers will be in
accordance with the truth, espe-
cially when you ask sensitive
questions such as how much
one earns, how much alcohol
one consumes and so on.
Another important factor to
consider is the nature of the
relationship between the inter-
viewee and the interviewer. In
this case, the social status of the
interviewee was lower than that
of the post-graduate interview-
er, and this more often than not
leads to what
we call 'social desirability

the household. JOB SATISFACTION (by percentage) responses’ which are not
The idea for the survey truthful but are what the inter-
came from Meenakshi more viewee thinks the interviewer
than eight years ago, but wants to hear.
there was no money to do it 8000 FAIR POOR A third factor may have
then. In 1999 the Dutch 1 IWAGES 19.1 52.9 28.0 been that the interviews took
Foundation, Stichting de place during working hours.
Zanier, decided to sponsor it. 2 PROMOTION AVENUES %9 28 6D There was a 99% response to
Auroville's Social Research 3 EMOTIONAL SUPPORT 2.6 247 237 the survey. Did this indicate
Centre took charge of the that the employees. thought
work and invited the co- 4 . REWARD SYSTEM 15.9 38.9 45.2 their bosses wanted them to
operation of Profes'sc{r S & Freeninin . i - answer the questions? In the
Gunasekaran, a specialist in West, a 30% response could
demography, family forma- : 6 EMPLOYER/EMPLOYEE RELATIONSHIP 72.7 23.2 4.1 be expected. It was also
tion and research methodolo- B A P ol 793 e o repqrted t_hat in some cases
gy, who had worked, among the interviewee seemed a bit
other positions, as a consul- 8 MEDICAL BENEFITS 26.9 40.5 326 afraid to answer the ques-
tant for the World Health tions, in particular when the
Organisation before becom- 8. JINSUBANCE 269 S 1.8 employer was around, and
ing Head of the Department 10 LEAVE FACILITIES 31.0 403 287 that some respondents were
of | Sociology of the rather secretive about their
Pondicherry University. 11 (CREATIVITY 17.5 239 58.6 feelings regarding their work
Professor ('}unasekaran 5 IcURTES (EARNES 10 a4 T in Auroville-.
selected and trained a num- Approximately 28% of
ber of social science post- 13 CLEAN PLACE .7 19.3 3.0 the interviewees answered
graduates to do the survey. that they were dissatisfied
14 ISAFETY MEASURES 64.5 26.8 8.7
Then, for about five months,

they went out and inter-

viewed almost every person employed in
Auroville. They were well received. Nearly all
Auroville units and Aurovilians co-operated and
the employees themselves were very open to
answering the questions. From a total of 4,179
persons approached, only 58 refused to partici-

approximately 23% of the total wages, while the
25% in the lowest income bracket took only
10%. This points to a lopsided distribution. We
had thought that Auroville employees are well
off; they dress well and are obviously aware of
different patterns of consumption. But the data

with their salary. Why should
so many employees be dissat-
isfied with their salary? "I think," says Professor
Gunasekaran, "that it is a consequence of the
fact that those working for Auroville are con-
fronted daily with the vastly different life styles
of the Aurovilians. They have become aware of
the difference in consumption patterns, which

Auroville greenworkers

may breed some type of perceptions that, rela-
tive to the Aurovilians, they are not getting ade-
quate compensation for their work. The same
goes for the level of productivity. A mason in
Pondicherry may put more bricks than his col-
league in Auroville, but then the Pondicherry
mason will not compare his working hours with
those of the Aurovilians."

The survey does not show to what extent
Auroville influences the lives of those living in
the nearby villages. Says Professor
Gunasekaran: "We could only answer such a
question if we could compare our data with data
collected elsewhere where conditions are more
or less similar. But this data is simply not avail-
able. This survey is unique in India as it contains
a lot of subjective, so-called 'soft' data - such as
‘are you happy with your employer?' - which is
extremely difficult to get. It is rare to have in
India so much information available about so
many families. This means that my report will
be written in phases. The first report will give
the bare data; further reports will deal with spe-
cific aspects of the survey. I can also foresee that
many PhD. studies could result from this base-
line study. This survey is a veritable gold mine
for future researchers as areas of sociology, eco-
nomics, demography, nutrition, to mention but a
few, are all touched upon. The data will be made
available to any researcher approved by a com-
mittee appointed by the Auroville Social
Research Centre. My report will be made avail-
able in the next few months."

From an interview by Carel.

Presenting Auroville to the Tamil People

(continued from page 1)

Delegates were also given the opportunity
to break into smaller groups that were led by
Tamil Aurovilians, where a variety of topics
on Auroville were explored. These sessions
proved to be lively with enthusiastic participa-
tion by all. Issues that came up included how
people from Tamil Nadu could be involved in
Auroville, be informed about the various hap-
penings here, and the procedure to volunteer
their services or work for Auroville.
Participants also articulated their concern at
the practical difficulties faced by visitors to
Auroville, such as poor transportation facili-
ties to visit Auroville from Pondicherry. There
was also a need expressed that Auroville
should do more outreach towards people from
Tamil Nadu and perhaps publish a monthly
newsletter in Tamil that would be accessible to
all.

The afternoon session at the Centre for
Indian Culture (CIC) had octogenarian
Mahalingam sharing his experiences of living

in Auroville. The delegates also had the oppor-
tunity to see the Walnut Peace Table by
George Nakashima, view the photo exhibition

on the Mother at Savitri Bhavan, and visit the
Matrimandir for meditation. The first
Auroville-Tamil Nadu seminar concluded late
in the evening with
a special dance
drama of Sri
Aurobindo's 'Savitri'
performed by young
dancers in the SAW-
CHU building.
Asked if the
seminar was a suc-
cess, Varadarajan
feels that a deep
impact has undoubt-
edly been created
both in the hearts of
these first-time visi-
tors and the
Aurovilians who
organized the semi-
nar. "We have bene-
fited too, says

Varadarajan. "We got to see how they are as
much pioneers as we are in Auroville. For
example in a remote part of Tamil Nadu like
Vikramasingapuram, where there is no con-
gregation of Mother's devotees or a spiritual
community, a few people started a Sri
Aurobindo Study Centre. Living within the
surrounding religious atmosphere, they are all
pioneers of the Mother's New Age. They are
like us!"

Feedback continues to come in, stressing
the values of outreach and networking. After
the seminar, Meenakshi received an e-mail
from a young man in Madurai, "Anbulla Akka
(Dear sister), I want to serve Auroville any
way I can. How can I volunteer after I finish
my studies?", and another, from a couple in
Neyveli, who came with their 5 year old
daughter, "Please continue this programme in
the future also. Perhaps you can do it yearly or
better still twice a year, so that more people
can attend?"

Priya Sundaravalli
















