JUNE-JULY 2008, N0.232-233

Auroville 7

The ecological restoration of Chennai's Adyar Creek
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Auroville’s Pitchandikulam Forest Consultants, a commercial unit of the Auroville Foundation, has been awarded the contract to make a Master Plan and to
execute the work for the ecological restoration of the Adyar Creek in Chennai.

hennai, the coastal metropolis of South India, has a net-
work of six main waterways crossing the city. Two of
them, the Adyar and the Cooum, are natural rivers flow-
ing eastward and draining into the Bay of Bengal. The

Marakannam, and cuts through Chennai from north to south, inter-
secting both rivers.

Once upon a time the Adyar and the Cooum were in pristine con-
dition with balanced eco-systems and beautiful environments. As late
as the 1960s people fished and bathed in the rivers. Today these water-
ways are heavily polluted by the indiscriminate dumping of solid
waste, by unchecked discharges of untreated industrial effluents and
domestic sewage and by the extensive slum encroachments along
their banks. Accumulating large volumes of organic sludge, Chennai’s
polluted waterways have become both an eyesore and a source of dis-
ease in the city.

The Adyar estuary

A unique feature of the Adyar River is the estuary at its mouth. It
covers an area of roughly 358 acres and extends from the Thru Vi Ka
bridge to the sand bars at the edge of the sea. Part of it, an area of 58
acres, is called the Adyar Creek. This estuarine wetland, which is part

- waterways are man-made. One of them is the
Buckingham Canal, which runs from Andhra Pradesh to

of the ‘green lungs’ of the city, provides a habitat for migratory birds
and aquatic animals.

But like the river, the estuary too is heavily polluted and its banks
have been encroached upon. The languid stream of the Adyar feeds

_the estuary with pollutants; and what flows out to sea returns with the

tides. A large part of the Creek has moreover been filled-in with con-
struction rubble. What could be a place of great natural beauty in cen-
tral Chennai, located between two of the most-used public spaces in
the city, the Marina and Elliot’s Beach, is a site of neglect and decay.

The sorry state of Chennai’s waterways has not gone unnoticed.
In the mid 1990s, the Consumer Action Group, a city-based NGO,
filed a public interest petition to maintain Adyar Creek as a wetland.
The Government of Tamil Nadu also contemplated the situation.
Merely dredging the estuary and the river had proven to be only make-
shift solutions. The problems had to be tackled more drastically, in
order to restore the health of the entire ecosystem of the Adyar.

Auroville’s involvement

“Auroville got involved with this project in August 2004, says
Joss who heads Pitchandikulam Forest Consultants. “A group of
Aurovilians was approached by the former CEO of the Tamil Nadu
Road Development Corporation, Mr. Rohit Modi, who was responsi-
ble for constructing the East Cast Road. Rohit knew about Auroville

and about our environmental work, but he felt that Auroville was “a bit
hidden behind the trees’. He said that he wanted Auroville to come to
the middle of Chennai to help restore the estuary, starting with the
Adyar Creek.”

__This was the beginning of developing ideas with a large nimber of
Aurovilians which included representatives of Auroville’s Future,
Kolam, Pitchandikulam Forest and Aurofilio, an expert in coastal
management. “The meetings soon involved Chennai city and Tamil
Nadu state officials as well as members of environmental action
groups and other private citizens who were concerned about the
issue,” says Joss. Before long they were exploring the idea of creating
an Eco Park at the Creek, not only to restore a part of the estuary, but
also to serve as a centre for environmental education.

“The Park was to be a showcase of the ecosystem of the
Coromandel Coast with fresh water pbnds, brackish areas, mangroves,
mud flats, dunes, and islands. An information centre would invoke a
‘watershed consciousness’, reminding people that we all ‘live down-
stream’. It would be a focal point for information showing technolo-
gies that could be used to clean-up Chennai’s waterways and encour-
aging the public to become involved. Hoardings in and outside the
park would show pictures of the original flora and fauna. It should be a
place where children can come to watch the Creek’s birds, turtles, rep-
tiles and other animals. continued on page 2
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Satellite Image of the Adyar area (left) and the corresponding map showing land use (right).The Adyar Poonga area is marked in green.
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The ecological restoration of Chennai's Adyar Creek
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The Eco Park would help creating eco-
logical awareness in a city of more than
7 million people,” says Joss.

The tsunami

But in December 2004, the tsuna-
mi struck. A large volume of sea water
surged upriver, creating havoc in
Chennai. Many dwellings surrounding
the estuary were destroyed. The
Government suddenly had pressing
concerns, and the Adyar project was
put on hold.

source; upriver. All of Chennai’s water-
ways had to be cleaned up. The magni-
tude of the problem is staggering, as
there are hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple living on the banks.”

Government approval

In July 2005, initial plans for the
ecological restoration of the entire
Adyar Creek were presented to the
then Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu,
Ms. J. Jayalalitha, and other offi-
cials. The ideas were approved, and
it was decided to create a special

Views of the Adyar Estuary and Creek (above and right)

“It was a difficult time,” says Joss.
“Auroville’s Future, Kolam and
Aurofilio withdrew from the project.
We from Pitchandikulam Forest decid-
ed to get more acquainted with the
ground realities. We walked the area
and contacted individuals and institu-
tions who could help us understand the
issues involved. This included Dirk
Walther of the Centre for
Environmental Studies of the Anna
University of Chennai, a specialist in
water resource management; the firm of
Godrej, which has extensive experience
restoring a large mangrove wetland in
Mumbai; as well as the Consumer
Action Group which had recently won a
case against the Chennai Corporation
when it proposed to build a bus depot in
the area. The Pitchandikulam team vis-
ited ecological restoration sites in India
and abroad to establish professional
support networks if the project was ever
to manifest.”

Slowly the incredible complexity of
the issue became better understood, and
with it, many questions arose. To build
an Eco Park is a very attractive idea, but
how could it be protected from the ram-
pant pollution? Should it be cut-off from
the rest of the estuary? If yes, how could
it be a meaningful demonstration site?
Could the Eco Park be made environ-
mentally sustainable? A Master Plan for
the entire estuary had to be developed,
and the problems had to be tackled at the
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trust for the project.
However, state elections
were looming in Tamil
Nadu, and before the pro-
ject could start, the
Government changed.

In the middle of 2006,
the new Government re-
activated the project. “We
made presentations to
many officials, amongst
whom the Chief Secretary,
Mr. L.K. Tripathy, who is
familiar with Auroville as
he has been Secretary of the
Auroville Foundation. Their
response was overwhelmingly posi-
tive,” says Joss. Meetings with Mr.
M.K. Stalin, Minister for Local
Administration, and with the Tamil
Nadu Chief Minister, Shri M.
Karunanidhi, followed.

The government decided to give
the project high priority. A decision
was made to restore the entire Adyar
estuary and to set aside an amount of
Rs.100 crore (US $ 25 million) for
the work. In October 2006, the
Government created the ‘Adyar
Poonga Trust’, headed by the Chief
Secretary, and transferred to it the 58
acres of the Adyar Creek. It appoint-
ed the Chennai based Tamil Nadu
Urban  Infrastructure  Financial
Services Limited (TNUIFSL) as the
project’s implementing agency.

The ball is set rolling
Subsequently, TNUIFSL appoint-
ed Pitchandikulam Forest Consultants
as the Lead Consultants for developing
the Master Plan of the 58-acres Adyar
Creek. It specified what the Master
Plan should contain: a feasibility study;
the preparation of a detailed project
plan; park usage patterns; a traffic plan;
infrastructure linkage plans; water
management plans; flora and fauna
habitat mapping; the conceptual land-
scape and architectural designs; a com-
munication and education strategy; a
park maintenance plan; and the way in
which the plan should be disseminated
to all interested groups and stakehold-
ers in Chennai so that their comment
could be integrated into the final ver-
__sion of the Master Plan. After years of
preparation, the ball was finally rolling.
Why Auroville? “We are neutral,”
says Joss. “The officials know that we
have no vested interests, we are not
doing it for the money, and we are not
even seen as hard-core environmental-
ists who say ‘no’ to any development.
Somehow we are trusted, and that trust
is being enhanced by the long list of
reputed specialists we consult and
employ in the fields of water manage-
ment, environmental education, flora
and fauna habitat mapping, social
impact studies, alternative and appropri-

there. The Public Works Department
was instructed to clear encroachments
in the entire estuary and remove debris.
The Chennai Metropolitan Water
Supply and Sewerage Board was
instructed to ensure that all sewage and
wastewater would be treated before
being let into Adyar Creek. Most
importantly, all departments and organ-
isations that have plans that may
impact the Adyar Creek project or the
estuary have been requested to coordi-
nate their activities in accordance with
the Master Plan. The Chief Minister of
Tamil Nadu, Shri Karunanidhi, laid the
foundation stone for the project in
August 2007.

Opposition to the plans

Citizen, Consumer and Civic Action
Group and other groups went to Court
against the concept plans of the Adyar
Poonga, stating that the project would
adversely affect the estuarine wetland.
“Instead of adopting sustainable
methods to protect eco-sensitive
areas, the Government has embarked
upon an unsustainable project that
will ensure the destruction of the
Adyar Creek area,” said the Action
Groups. They also objected that the
restoration should be restricted to one
portion of the creek instead of includ-

ing the entire estuary. What

ate technologies, architecture and land-
scaping.” The list includes the Centre
for Environmental Studies of the Anna
University, Chennai; the Madras
Christian College; the Zoological
Survey of India; Idea Design (Cochin);
House of Consultants (Bangalore);
SCD India Ltd (Chennai); Ceres
(Australia); and from Auroville archi-
tects Ajit and Shama and AuroRe,
Auroville Botanical Gardens, Auroville
Earth Institute and Sound Wizard.

In March 2007, preparation of the
Master Plan started. “The cooperation
of the Government has been
admirable,” says Joss. It instructed offi-
cials of the Chennai Corporation to
fence-off the area and remove
encroachments around the Creek. The
Slum Clearance Board was directed to
provide alternative tenements for the
approximately 300 families living

followed were four months
of intense meetings with spe-
cial committees of experts
debating each aspect of the
plan. “We reprinted the
Master Plan five times, and
presented it in the famous
and extremely beautiful
Court No. 1 before the Chief
Justice. During this time,
15,000 people visited the
exhibition of the Master Plan
and the site itself including
students from more than 50
schools,” says Joss.

The Court asked the parties to
come to an agreement. “That was
reached on the last day of December
2007,” says Joss. “The High Court
then wvalidated our agreement and
declared the revised Master Plan dated
January 1, 2008 for the Adyar Creek
as final. It also set-up a monitoring
committee for the project, consisting
of members of the Adyar Poonga
Trust and representatives of govern-
mental and non-governmental organi-
sations. This committee will monitor
the implementation of the project on
behalf of the Court.

In April this year, TNUIFSL
appointed Pitchandikulam Forest
Consultants as the contractors to exe-
cute the Adyar Creek project. The

... Butitwastoo early to rejoice. The._works are scheduled to take 2% years:-

And now, to work

The Pitchandikulam team, under-
standably exhausted by the complexi-
ties of the process, feel relieved that
this stage is over but are sobered by
the reality that the actual work of
transformation of a garbage dump and
a cess poll into a beautiful garden and
restored wetland must now begin.

“We often say it is a dream project
in hell,” says Joss. “It is a heavy
responsibility to have not only been
given the opportunity to draft the
Master Plan for the Adyar Creek, but
also to have been charged with its
implementation, but we are encour-
aged that there is a real willingness to
do something for the environment. In
Europe, it has been possible to clean
big rivers such as the Rhine and the
Thames. The Tamil Nadu Government
has now committed itself to clean out
the Adyar. The cleaning of other
waterways in Chennai is sure to fol-
low. If we can keep up the enthusiasm
from both the government and from
the citizens, then this ‘mission impos-
sible’ might well become a success.”

Carel

A wetland inside the Adyar Creek
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or the development of the

Master Plan, the entire

estuary area, including the

mudflats and wetlands, has

been considered as one
ecological system integrating biologi-
cal, physical and social factors.

The first step towards ecological
restoration is to define and secure
the perimeter of the Creek and estu-
ary from the surrounding urban
development. The best method to do
50 is to provide public access to this
boundary. An urban walkway along
the edges would serve this purpose
and be an opportunity for people to
enjoy the spectacular view of the
Creek and Estuary.

Ecological restoration refers to the
process whereby an entire ecosystem is
brought back to health, by altering a
degraded area in such a way as to
reestablish an ecosystem’s structure
and function. In the present case, where
the Estuary is located in the centre of a
metropolis, concepts for sustainable
ecological restoration must contain the
presence of man.

An important aspect of the preser-
vation is the water management plan.
The Centre for Environmental

Studies, Anna University, is conduct-
ing intensive studies on water man-
agement, taking into account the func-
tion of the estuary as storm water
recharge and discharge zone and as a

Vision of the Eco Park

flood sink in case of spring tides and
cyclones. The aim of this study is to
restore the ecology and prevent this
area from future pollution.

Another component is the water
resource system for the Eco Park. The
park will generate its own water from
storm water collection and freatment of
sewage and grey water from surround-
ing urban areas using innovative engi-
neering technology, effective micro
organisms and special fountains that
aerate and energize tired and polluted
water. The purification and reactivat-
ing of this essential element of life will
be a key principle of the park.

Restoration of the former bio-
diversity is another principle aim of
the project. A flora plan will be cre-
ated and vegetation found along the
Coromandel Coast will be reintro-
duced. Clearing existing vegetation
and planting species of original
flora will be done in a phased man-
ner, as the present vegetation pro-
vides a habitat for many bird
species. Mangroves will be planted,
wherever appropriate.

Another main issue is fauna survey
and conservation. The intent is to create
a habitat for typical fauna in coastal
environments. However, the proximity
of the city will determine the eventual
equilibrium of the system.

The Eco Park will have several ele-
ments to sensitize visitors to the envi-

Artist renditions of aspects of the Adyar Poonga

- Above: The Environmental Education Centre - the park's focal point.

Right: A planned walkway with foot bridges will allow visitors
to experience the park through a walking tour.

Protecting and healing the Adyar Creek

he Adyar Creek’s pre-
sent decaying condition
is a reflection of the state
and the consciousness of
the city above and
around it. This was the challenge that
we have taken on with no naive illu-
sions that the task ahead will be easy;
and conscious always that it could
perhaps take decades to complete it.
For as we consultants got more and
more involved in the Adyar Creek
Project, many people wamed us
against a “mission impossible’.

We have approached the task of
creating a Master Plan for the eco-
logical restoration of the Adyar
Creek and Estuary area with the con-
fidence and faith that it can be done.

We believe this process can involve
the citizens of Chennai in an exer-

o

cise of self-reflection and practical
action whereby, gradually, the con-
ditions which have almost destroyed
life in the river will be transformed
and the city itself will celebrate its
own cleanliness and well-being.
Chennai has the knowledge, and
with it the political will, to renew
what has been wasted.

The wisdom, order, beauty and
creativity displayed in nature are
powers that each individual possess-
es. A place like the Adyar Poonga is
meant to nurture these energies and
we are calling on these qualities, to
now engage in the huge task of pro-
tecting and healing this piece of the
planet. As the consumer society has
grown, a huge amount of damage to
the environment has been done in a
very short time and only because of

The temporary exhibition centre where the Master Plan is displayed

ronment. It will have four primary
zones. The first is the Arrival and
Orientation Zone, which will provide
safe arrival areas for visitors and at the
same time ensure minimal disturbance
to the rest of the park. The second is the
Interactive Learning Zone with inter-
pretive education gardens, learning
areas and an Environmental Education
Centre. The third zone is the Nature
Interpretation Zone, which has a natur-
al trail with occasional viewing points
for people to experience the various
ecosystems of the Coromandel Coast.
The largest zone is the Silent Zone,
which is not accessible to the public.
The Environmental Education
Centre is a focal point of the Eco Park.
The Centre will have a large hall where
an exhibition or group gatherings can
take place and a class room for presen-
tations to school groups. It will show
— visitors the wonder and
importance of ecological
diversity; communicate sci-
entific studies and research
into indigenous fauna and
flora; raise awareness of

the extraordinary flexibility and
compassion of natural systems have
we got away with it — so far.

All over the planet natural sys-
tem renewal is emerging as the most
important task to be done, a science
of global healing. What is required is
a thorough knowledge of how nature
works, delicate and deep perceptions
of specific sites, development of new
and appropriate techniques and hard
physical work, much of which can-
not be done by machines and which
should involve the community. The
Adyar Poonga could be a place
where people are trained for this
essential task; a school for urban
ecosystem renewal.

The Poonga is not about enter-
tainment or making a profit. It is
about making a difference — a big

L A e . T
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View of Srinivasapuram showing the encroachments and polluted edges of the Creek -

local environment issues; and inspire
people to engage in the process of
restoration and preservation of the
environment. It will introduce visitors
to the basic principles of ecology with
an emphasis on coastal ecology and
watershed rehabilitation. These pro-
grammes will help to nurture a deeper
appreciation and reverence for living
things and natural systems. Visitors
will become familiar with plants and
animals native to Chennai and learn
about their interrelationships and how
human activities affect them.

The park will use renewable enet-
gy sources such as solar panels to min-
imize dependence on the Tamil Nadu
grid. Self powered street lights with
independent solar panel, battery and
auto switch controller will be installed
wherever necessary. Water from col-
lection tanks spread out in the park will
be pumped using solar pumps.

The Eco Park will be open to
groups of school children, individual
students with special assignments, gen-
eral visitors and professional ecologists

-and scientists.

difference. A place to dream up an
eventual Chennai, where children
can again swim in the Cooum and
the Adyar and boats can again float
on a clear, clean Buckingham canal.
A Chennai where water is adequate,
the air is clean and where streets are
given back to the people. The
Poonga could help people learn the
essential skills that we need to sur-
vive the turbulent times ahead. What
we are starting will take time. The
complete cleansing of Chennai’s
waterways may not even happen in
our lifetimes, but that is a good rea-
son to start now, keeping in mind
that there is only a small difference
between the tiny seed and the majes-
tic crown of the mighty banyan tree —
that essentially they are part of the
same abiding faith. Joss

s

[

In brief

Aurovilians
outside

The  Funds and  Assets
Management Committee (FAMC)
has given its agreement in princi-
ple to a policy that people who are
working in Auroville can be asked
to contribute 10% of their income
to the Central Fund. While reaf-
firming that all who live in
Auroville should be fully dedicated
to giving their full time and energy
to the realization of Auroville, the
FAMC recognized that in some
cases people are engaged for a
time in outside activities.

working

Matrimandir Crane

After nearly five years the work on
the foldable stainless steel crane
on top of the Matrimandir has
been completed. The total height
of the crane in foldable position is
65 cm, making it invisible from
ground level. Unfolded, it is 4
metres high. Its telescopic arm
stretches out 25 metres and can
carry a load of 500 kg. Standing in
a gondola suspended from the
crane, maintenance workers will
clean the 1450 golden discs every
three months.

Survey of Auroville
employees postponed
Plans of Auroville's Small
Employees Welfare Association
and Auroville's Social Research
Centre to organise a second Socio-
Economic Survey of Auroville
Employees, covering all of
Auroville's approximately 5,000
employees, have been put in cold
storage due to lack of funds. The
first survey in the year 2000 was
funded by the Dutch Stichting de
Zaaier. For the second survey De
Zaaier was willing to fund 10,000

-Euros-on condition that Auroville

co-fund the remaining 8,800
Euros. However, adequate finan-
cial support from within Auroville
has not been forthcoming.

New glossary to
Recor%ll of Yoga

A 214-page glossary to Sri
Aurobindo’s Record of Yoga, the
diary Sri Aurobindo kept on his
yoga between 1909 to 1927, is
now available on http://www.sri-
aurobindoashram.org/research/g
lossary/. Work on this glossary is
still in progress. Some definitions
are provisional and will be revised
before the glossary is published.
Most words other than English
(primarily Sanskrit), and some
English words used in special
sense in the Record of Yoga are
included.

Nomination to Sahitya
Akademi

Meenakshi, Auroville's Tamil poet
and writer, has been nominated
by the Sahitya Akademi, New
Delhi, to serve in its Tamil Advisory
Board till 2012. The Sahitya
Akademi is a national organization
that gives out literary awards to
the best works in all the regional
languages of India. It also helps to
translate and publish great works
in Indian literature.

New lunch scheme
Promoted by the FAMC,
Auroville's Central Fund through
its unit City Services has started a
new scheme to pay for lunch for
Aurovilians working full time at
Matrimandir, education and other
community services. Aurovilians
under the Senior Fund, Maternity
Fund and Bridging Fund will also
be included in this scheme.
Lunches will be served at the Solar
Kitchen, Aspiration, Indus Valley,
Visitors' Centre, Pour Tous
Distribution Centre and New
Creation Corner.

Auroville Today June-July 2008 5




'AUROVILLE AND THE MEDIA |

Auroville refutes BBC broadcast

Auroville has dismissed as ‘an outrageous piece of tabloid journalism’ a film broadcast on the BBC programme NewsNight and BBC World Service
alleging that Auroville condones sexual exploitation of children by Aurovilians.

started innocently. On March 19,
2008, QutreachMedia, the
Auroville service set-up to look
after the logistics of visiting jour-
ists [see the article Managing
the Media in Auroville Today # 231, May
2008] received an email from freelance
journalist Ms. Rachel Wright. She want-
ed to do an eight-minute video on
Auroville for NewsNight, the news and
current affairs programme of BBC2 and
for BBC World. “It would also go on
BBC online and I would do a radio ver-
sion for the World Service and domestic
outlets so it would have a massive reach,”
wrote Ms. Wright. She stated that “the
piece would be trying to explain the phi-
losophy and idealism of Auroville — why
it started and how it has developed in 40
years and how as an international town-
ship it is unique in the world. We would
like to talk to some of the founding mem-
bers as well as some of the younger mem-
bers.” Ms. Wright said the she had been
teaching journalism in Chennai for the
past two months.

After an email exchange on possible
shooting sites, Ms. Wright came in early
April. OutreachMedia received her well.
“We organised the interviews and
accompanied her on the Saturday and the
Monday she was filming in Auroville,”
says Ann, who tuns OufreachMedia
together with Mauna, Tim and others.
“Then she left. Our work, we thought,
was finished, and we were looking for-
ward to seeing the result.”

These expectations were rudely shat-
tered when Ms. Wright emailed from
England. “As you know I was recently
filming in Auroville. While there I
approached some locals and found that
there was real dissatisfaction with
Auroville. As 1 delved deeper I found that
there were many people claiming that
young people were being sexually abused
by people who lived in or were visiting
Auroville. Some had been abused while
attending the New Creation school and
some were being picked up on the beach-
es and in Pondicherry. They were being
given money and treats in exchange for
sex ... [ also talked to social workers
with a local NGO who work with sexual-
ly abused children who say that Auroville
doesn’t scrutinize its members or its visi-
tors and that it is attracting the wrong sort
of person and creating a sex industry in
Pondicherry. A local politician told me

_that because of Auroville, Pondicherry is
becoming the brothel of South India.”
Ms. Wright asked for an interview with
Dr. Karan Singh or for a proper and
detailed response from OutreachMedia.

“We were shocked,” says Tim. “And
we felt abused. Why on earth hadn’t she
discussed this with us when she was here
in Auroville? We could have organized
interviews with the Secretary or with
members of the Working Committee and
other senior Aurovilians and we could
have shown her files.”

Why indeed? “People had advised
me against talking to Aurovilians about
this issue as they would respond violent-
ly and I would receive death threats. I
felt vulnerable,” replied Ms. Wright ina
telephone talk. But for a journalist who
claims to have ‘war-zone experience’,
this excuse was certainly not acceptable.
“It’s nonsense! In Auroville’s entire 40-
year history no Aurovilian has ever
made any death-threat to anybody!”
says Tim indignantly. “We started to
wonder if Ms. Wright had arrived with
an entirely clean slate.”

Auroville and AVI UK replies

Yet, still trusting her integrity,
OutreachMedia replied to Ms. Wright.
“Sexual abuse, particularly when it
involves children, is something for which
there is no tolerance in Auroville. At the
slightest hint of such abuse, the matter
would be investigated and the person
would be asked to leave.” A copy of the
Admission Policy was sent, showing that
all persons have to go through a one-year
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probationary period in order to be accept-
ed as Aurovilian. And OutreachMedia
explained that, following a case in 1995
when a Newcomer was made to leave
Auroville for reasons of improper behav-
iour with children, all those who work
with children are on the alert.

OutreachMedia’s letter was soon
followed by a letter from Auroville
International UK, addressed to the editor
of BBC NewsNight, Mr. Peter Barron.
“We believe that the allegations made
are unsubstantiated and false and have
been made with the sole objective to dis-
credit Auroville. We further believe that
to broadcast these allegations would be
extremely damaging, not only to the
world-acclaimed work of Auroville, but
to the very children which we would all
wish to protect,” wrote Martin
Littlewood on behalf of AVI UK,
explaining that the fundraising efforts of
AVI UK for village education might be
harmed by the broadcast.

Auroville’s Working Committee
wrote a few days later, when from the
reply of Mr. Barron to AVI UK it became
obvious that he was disregarding the con-
cerns and was determined to broadcast the
allegations. The Working Committee
objected that no Auroville authority had
been contacted by Ms. Wright to give
Auroville’s position. It requested the BBC
to postpone the showing of the film and
take up a more thorough and objective
investigation, which could ensure that nei-
ther the reputation of the BBC or
Auroville would be carelessly put at stake.

The BBC, possibly realising that Ms.
Wright's story was obviously one-sided
and might be attacked as lacking due
impartiality, finally agreed that an inter-
view with a member of the Working
Committee would be held after the broad-
cast and tagged on to it. After more pres-
sure from the Working Committee, the
BBC also agreed to send the transcript of
the video.

The video transcript.

The transcript, which arrived less
than 48 hours before the scheduled broad-
cast, confirmed the worst fears of
OutreachMedia and the Working
Committee. It showed sensationalism,
alternating unsubstantiated allegations
with malicious innuendo and peppered
with plain misinformation. The intervie-
wees, all non-Aurovilians except one,
were biased. The words of the lone
Aurovilian who appeared in the video
had been taken out of context. The tran-
script showed an appalling lack of fair-
ness and integrity on the part of the BBC.

The Working Committee wrote a 9-
page rejoinder to the BBC, ending with a
statement that the airing of this video
would be completely unacceptable and
below the level of an institution such as
the BBC, with a request not to air the
video. The request went unheeded. The
BBC replied that it would change the
transcript. However, it only corrected
some mistakes, and broadcast the video
nonetheless.

And the interview? At around 5 pm,
the BBC phoned that the interview could
not take place in Pondicherry, as had orig-
inally been scheduled, but had to take
place in a studio in Chennai at midnight
that same evening. Though this implied a
good 7-hour drive to Chennai and back
for a 3-minute interview, the Working
Committee agreed. But when the
Working Committee member was on the
point of getting into the car, the BBC
phoned again to say that it had also not
been able to organize a studio in Chennai.
It then proposed to do the interview on
Skype. This seemingly unprofessional
handling of the interview location created
the distinct impression that the BBC tried
to discourage the Working Committee
from giving the interview.

After the broadcast

After the film had been aired, the
Working Committee issued a public

statement on the Auroville website con-
demning the video as ‘an outrageous
piece of tabloid journalism’. It was fol-
lowed by a detailed additional statement
on the many distortions in the video.
The Chairman of the Governing Board
and the members of the International
Advisory Council of the Auroville
Foundation too sent letters of protest to
the BBC, as did scores of people from
all over the world, expressing their
strong disapproval. “My belief in the
BBC as a reliable source of news and
information has been shattered, and 1
will now question the accuracy of future
reports,” wrote many people, and asked
for a public apology.

Mr. Barron, meanwhile, has more or
less standardised his answers to these
complaints, stating that “Rachel Wright
approached this subject with proper jour-
nalistic rigour and the project complied
with the BBC’s editorial guidelines of
faimess and balance™ and that he was
confident that “the BBC approached the
story in good faith and presented a fair
and balanced report about this important
issue.” It is obvious that neither he, nor
Ms. Wright, wanted to be convinced that
the BBC failed to broadcast an honest,
well-researched and impartial documen-
tary. The many objections notwithstand-
ing, the BBC proceeded to broadcast the
video twice on BBC World Service.

Local authorities

As can be expected, local authorities
visited Auroville soon after the broadcast.
High-level officers of the police and
Immigration Office were concerned, for
if Auroville was indeed a place where
paedophiles could indulge in criminal
behaviour, how was it that they were
unaware of it?

The Working Committee informed
the Foreign Regional Registration Officer
about the cases Auroville had been deal-
ing with in the last 15 years: 3
Aurovilians had been asked to leave on
the basis of suspected (but never proven)
paedophile involvement; one Newcomer
was found guilty and had his probation-
ary status ended and the authorities were
informed; one guest was found guilty,
sent out, and the local authorities were
informed; and the attention of the police
had been drawn to two persons who were
roaming the area and had been bothering
minors. Auroville explained that a large
number of guesthouses and home stays
have come up around Auroville — the
Repos community on the beach alofe is
surrounded by 163 (!) small guesthouses
— and that Auroville cannot be held
responsible for what happens there.

Why Auroville?

The question ‘why’ Ms. Wright
decided to relate child abuse to Auroville
remains as yet unanswered. Child abuse,
according to a report in the daily newspa-
per The Hindu, of December 26, 2007, is
rampant in Chennai. According to a sur-
vey conducted in 2007 by the Tulir
Centre for the Prevention and Healing of
Child Sexual Abuse, more than 40 per
cent of the children in Chennai from all
social strata report various forms of sexu-
al abuse. Rumour has it that paedophilia
also thrives in the tourist town of
Mahabalipuram. Why did she concen-
trate on Auroville?

“I think she was out for a scoop,”
says Mauna. “Child abuse is a problem
found everywhere in the world, including
India. Ms. Wright tried to connect it to
Auroville to show we allow it to happen
and do not act against it; and in the
process to denigrate Auroville’s ideals
and good name. She dismisses The
Mother as ‘a French woman’; she falsely
states in the transcript that Auroville
strives for Vatican status; she lies that
Aurovilians don’t pay tax; she misin-
forms that Auroville has no money, no
rules and no leaders; and she portrays
Aurovilians as arrogant Westerners who
repress the poor local population and take

undue advantage of them which is anoth-
er falsity — for only 60% of Auroville’s
population are foreigners. And if she
would have compared the lives of people
who have been associated with Auroville
since the beginning with those of people
outside our geographical area, she would
have found how much Auroville has
done for the surrounding villages.”

Biased witnesses

OutreachMedia’s views are corrobo-
rated by the fact that the video shows five
so-called witnesses, four of whom seem
to bear a grudge against Auroville.

Two of them cannot be identified as
their faces have been blackened in the
video. But one of them, an anonymous
villager, states an absurdity. In the tran-
script sent to the Working Committee he
mentions, speaking about New Creation
School, that “one in five children are cur-
rently being abused”. This allegation was
removed from the video after the
Working Committee commented to the
BBC that no parent would send their
child to a school with such a track record.
(Strangely, the remark was not removed
from the BBC radio programme.) Yet,
this same witness was still allowed to say
that “men come in and ask them [the chil-
dren] to stay after school and then have
sex with them.”

The BBC obviously agreed that the
first part of this witness’ statement was
patent nonsense and hence removed it —
but why did it still broadcast the second
part, when the witness’s unreliability
had already been confirmed? And why
was this statement not followed up with
the interview given by the principal of
the school?

The Working Committee asked for
the names of these two witnesses. The
BBC replied that they could not be
given, but that they would inform them
about Auroville’s interest to talk to
them. From the fact that the two have
never contacted Auroville or any Indian
authority can be deduced that their testi-
mony was probably false.

Another  questionable ‘witness
report’ comes from Mr. Ram Kumar Raj,
who states in the video that “the sexual
abuse issue has to be taken seriously by
Auroville —they should scrutinize people
coming here and say if you are coming
we will be watching you ...”.

This statement was preceded by
Ms. Wright saying, “Local charities
however, are reacting to the problem.
This man teaches local children how to
deal with unwanted advances from
predatory adults. He has seen the nature
of Auroville’s members change over
the years.”

This introduction has proven to be a
clear innuendo. Mr. Raj, who works for
the Pondicherry Multipurpose Social
Service Society (PMSSS) in the area of
child abuse prevention, clarified to a
member of the Working Committee “I
made a general statement which applies
to any organisation. Neither the PMSSS
nor any other charitable organization 1
know considers Auroville to be a ‘prob-
lem”.” The PMSSS, he clarified, also
does not teach self-defence classes
against ‘predatory adults from Auroville’.
“I have a lot of respect for the work the
Aurovilians are doing for the uplift of the
surrounding villages,” he said.

A third dubious ‘witness’ is Mr. Raj
Batra, a person who stayed as a guest in
Auroville for 2 years before his guest sta-
tus was cancelled and he was asked to
leave on account of making misrepresen-
tations about his nationality, and because
of complaints by residents of an
Auroville community about his anti-
social and destructive behaviour while

living there. He therefore obviously has a .

grudge against Auroville.

Another ambiguous witness is Mr.
Nandhivarman, the ‘local politician’ from
Pondicherry, who is most probably the
person who made the ludicrous state-
ment, mentioned in Ms. Wright’s first

email, that “because of Auroville,
Pondicherry is becoming the brothel of
South India”. Mr. Nandhivarman hosts
many websites. A posting on one of
them, dated April 9, 2008, is called “My
fight against Auroville soon in
Televisions Options.” In it, he refers to Sri
Aurobindo as ‘a failed godman’ and to
The Mother as ‘a Frenchwoman ... who
found the key to death but is now dead —
perhaps she had lost that key.”

Auroville doesn’t escape his ire
either. “There exists a so-called interna-
tional city, a dream of the Late Mira
Richard, known as Mother of Aurobindo
Ashram. That can be said to be the story
of deceit. Right from the beginning their
aim is to establish a Vatican type of
autonomous state.” Nandhivarman con-
tinues to lambast Auroville for its lack of
leadership and aspiration for Divine anar-
chy, which he sees as an attempt at creat-
ing a lawless society which is against the
laws of the land. His website shows many
similar curious statements, which makes
one question his rationality.

But Ms. Wright doesn’t seem to have
been subject to such questioning. Many
of the statements she makes in the video
can be traced back to this particular web-
site. The words ‘Vatican status’, which
appeared in the transcript (though edited
out in the video); the insolent reference to
The Mother; the reference to Divine
Anarchy — it's all there. In another
attempt to tarnish the image of Auroville
she talks in the video about new people
being ‘inducted’ to Auroville. In the orig-
inal transcript, the word used was “initia-
tion’ — it was corrected by Auroville into
“probationary period’ but deliberately not
used, to create the impression, as one of
Auroville’s  supporters wrote, that
“Viewers who do not know Auroville,
upon watching the documentary, may be
led to think ‘Ah, here again is one of those
weird sects, deluded by some ideal or the
other, but only living in dissolution and
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perversion’.
Internal website quotation

The journalist states that one ‘dis-
gruntled” Aurovilian — reasons not given
— gave her access to Auroville’s internal
website. She then shows two texts. In the
first almost five-year old posting an
Aurovilian voiced concern about the pos-
sibility of sexual abuse and proposed that
Auroville has clear laws about sexual
offence. The second text that runs “visa
has been cancelled” was taken from a
security report of 2008 which relates to a
mentally unstable person who was nei-
ther a guest nor an Aurovilian, and who
was seen wandering in the Auroville area.

The journalist takes the existence of
these postings as proof of the existence of
sexual abuse, instead of what they show:
a community being vigilant to ensure the
safety of all people in the area.

Lack of honesty

“Ms. Wright wasn’t honest when
she gave us the reasons for wanting to
film in Auroville. There was a pre-
planned agenda,” says OutreachMedia.
“Her contacts with her so-called wit-
nesses were pre-booked, for it is not pos-
sible that in the course of 3 days in
Auroville she would have found all five
of them. There may have never been an
intention to do a film on Auroville — the
intention was to find a scoop on the cur
rently best-selling theme of paedophilia,
while at the same time denigrating
Auroville and the Aurovilians.”

The Working Committee is now
lodging a formal complaint with the
BBC, as the BBC has done great harm to
Auroville’s reputation and is insulting the
Community. Yet, one Aurovilian com-
mented otherwise. “I didn’t find the piece
particularly well conceived nor convine-
ing in its scandal-mongering —not for any
reasonably intelligent viewer, anyway. It
seems more damaging to the credibility
ofthe BBC than to that of Auroville.”

Carel




























