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' MAIN THEME: A Housling Crisis?

® Affordable housing P

~ m Changing attitudes to housing

= Noise is a problem L
 m Youth at a crossroads
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(1) Pino's house in Transformation, (2) Marc's and Matilde's house in
Madhuca, (3) the Auroville keet capsule, (4) Roger and Jacqueline’s
house in Auromodeéle, (5) Sigi's house in Gaia, (6) inside Gilles and
Judith’s house in Sri Ma, (7) guesthouse in Sve Dame, (8) side view of
'Progress’ - part of the first Line of Force, (9) Biggie's house in
Samriddhi, (10) back view of Gilles' and Ajit and Ratna houses in
Samasti, (11) top view on Robi and Regina’'s kitchen in New Lands.
All photos by Pino.

Crisis? What crisis? Different people
have different views concerning the

availability of
Auroville.
agree upon,

accommodation in
What everyvbody seems to
however,

is that certain

aspects of the present housing scene -

notably construction costs,

policy and the way housing is allocated
and purchased in the community - nheed

a radical overhaul.

This month Avroville Today raises some
of the most important issues - and asks
some searching questions.

The Auroville housing situation

racticality and imagination: these
tho strands informed Auroville's

experiments with housing in the
early years. The first settlers looked at
what had already been done by the local
inhabitants — huts with mud walls
thatched with coconut leaves or straw —
then tweaked it to accommodate their
rather different needs. The result? The
Auroville 'capsule’, an airy, lightweight
hut resting on granite pillars: it could
evenbe moved from place to place:

Yet, from the very beginning, this
'indigenous’ line of development was
paralleled by a 'visionary' line. The
sweeping concrete curves of Last
School, the soaring cantilevered wing of
the Bharat Nivas auditorium, the fluid
forms of Auromodéle — all these, in their
attempts to herald the new, the futuristic,
paid little attention to traditional materi-
als and conditions.

Today architecture has clearly shift-
ed away from the visionary and towards
the practical end of the spectrum. Most
of our institutional architecture is bland,
and many Aurovilians live in somewhat
featureless houses and apartments.
These changes reflected a number of
factors: changes in occupation (comput-
er work replacing land work), an
increased desire for security, cleanliness
and comfort, a new wave of Aurovilians
arriving with different expectations and
desires regarding housing. The 'gentrifi-
cation' of the capsule was also an expres-
sion of Aurovilians' deeper connected-
ness to the land, the flip side of which
was an increased sense of proprietorship:
‘'my house', 'my land'.

In the early days this didn't seem to
matter. Land was scattered over an area
of 20 square kilometers, so there was

i plenty to go
round. Only land
bought near the
centre was left
vacant or tem-
porarily afforest-
ed: it was "for the
future, when the
city begins". In
the early 1990s
that moment
arived. In an
effort to kick-
start the urbaniza-
tion of Auroville,

new land was bought and existing land
made available in the Residential Zone
for a number of new projects. Trees were
felled, bunds leveled, roads laid, and set-
tlements like Prarthna, Vikas, Arati,
Surrender, Invocation and Prayatna
mushroomed up.

Meanwhile the Development
Group, concerned that the town plan
would go by the board and realizing that
Auroville would never reach 50,000

— inhabitants if things didn'tchange, began

drafting planning regulations.
Temporary structures were banned in
the city and minimum densities specified
for different sectors. Newcomers were
encouraged to buy into the new city
housing projects. Not all of them jumped
at the chance. The apartments were not
cheap nor were they designed for chil-
dren, while many of the new medium-
density communities smacked too much
of the urban landscapes newcomers
were fleeing in the West. Suddenly the
Greenbelt, which for years had been
viewed by some Aurovilians as a kind of
Punishment Park inhabited by the Red
Foot tribe, became desirable real estate.
Bemused greenbelters, clambering out
of compost pits, were confronted by ele-
gantly dressed apparitions in designer
sunglasses enquiring about where they
could build their dream houses. Often
they narrowly avoided being composted
themselves...

As the population increased, and the
land available and the possibility of con-
structing one's own accommodation
decreased — the greenbelters were the
next to draw up guidelines, reaffirming
the greenbelt was not for development
and defining who could live there — the
screw tightened further. At the mercy of
rapidly increasing construction prices,
bounced between the rather different
agendas of the Entry Group, Housing
Service, Development Group, architects,
developers and Auroville communities,
house-hunters could be seen wandering
disconsolately backwards and forward
like disembodied souls.

Some became perennial house-sit-
ters, shifting their belongings every few
months. Others found temporary accom-
modation with friends or in storerooms.
Aurovilians in dire straits who had been
allocated newcomer housing units
refused to move out until alternative

Towards undivine anarchy?

accommodation’ could be found.
Something had to give way. In the event
what suffered was both the authority of
the Development Group as a few unau-
thorized constructions crept up, and the
ideal that accommodation in Auroville
once constructed or purchased could not
thereafter be sold or let. It began as a
concession: newcomers to the commu-
nity who moved into an Aurovilian's
house could deposit the cost of that

~ house in a special fund, so allowing that

Aurovilian to build elsewhere in the
community. However, as this did not
allow an Aurovilian to be financially
compensated if he or she left the com-
munity, this concession was soon over-
taken by borderline or unofficial transac-
tions which saw people (sometimes not
even Aurovilians or newcomers) pur-
chasing — at suspiciously high rates — the
contents of a house (moveable assets,
unlike fixed assets, are not the property
of the Auroville Foundation), or simply
the house itself. Meanwhile the renting
out of rooms to newcomers (coded as
"contributions towards accommoda-
tion") became another unofficial means
of supplementing Aurovilians' income
and easing the accommodation crisis.
The losers in all this are those who,
like some Tamil Aurovilians and
Auroville youth, have nothing to sell or
rent and don't have the means to pur-
chase or rent the accommodation on
offer. The choice for them seems stark:
stay here and live like a second-class cit-
izen in sub-standard accommodation or
leave to earn the necessary funds else-
where. As for those young Indian stu-
dents, full of energy and idealism, who
would like to become newcomers, the
message seems to be at present, 'Come
back when you've made your millions'.
There have been attempts to elimi-
nate the worst excesses of the present
anarchic housing situation. The Funds
and Assets Management Committee has
drawn up the Auroville Housing Policy.
This reaffirms that all houses, apart-
ments and immovable assets created on
Auroville land are owned by the
Auroville Foundation and therefore
there can be no private ownership of
houses or apartments in the community.
The Development Group, in its efforts to
control spiraling prices and inequitable
housing patterns, recommends b5
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ORGANISATION

Signing off from the Working Committee

The members of the interim Working Committee show burnout symptoms after five months in office.

What's wrong?

1" This is a complete basket-
case," opined Working
Committee member Ulli,

giving as trenchant a criticism as one

could wish for. The question is, what
was he talking about? Auroville in
general? The work of the Working

Committee? Other Aurovilians? After

some probing it surfaced that he could

well be meaning the entire lot. The
mitigating circumstances are that Ulli
has never before been part of any

Auroville working group, but instead

advised from the sidelines when he

was working as a commercial unit
executive. So he didn't really know
what he was in for when he agreed to
become part of the Working

Committee in March this year.

Kathryn, though, was aware of
the morass. But having received the
highest number of nominations
brought out for a woman during the
community-wide nomination process,
she felt she couldn't say no. And she
didn't. And regretted it for a few
months, until an illness painfully
brought home the reality that this
work wasn't hers. "There's just no job
satisfaction. The work feels like a
constant coping with the latest round
of failures, both collective and indi-
vidual," she said, when asked why she
resigned.

"This work makes me shrink
within," explains Frederick, whose
track record of trying to clean
Auroville's dirty laundry probably
exceeds that of any other Aurovilian.

Present mindsets are worse than in the
past, he feels. For Frederick too this is
his first Working Committee. He used
to operate outside the framework,
coming in only when he deemed it
useful or necessary. This time he too
plays by the rules, being pulled into a
wide variety of community problems,
seeing a side of individuals which
most of us would rather not.

Selvaraj is the lone survivor of the
previous Working Committee, which
he managed at its end more or less
single-handedly, a feat for which he
deserves a medal. Moreover, he
agreed to continue in this Working
Committee, which should gain him
another medal if Auroville wasn't so
stingy with its praise or proficient in
fault-finding. "I like the work," he
says, "but you have to forget about
privacy and trying to plan your life. If
there isn't an important visitor who
suddenly needs to be greeted, it is a
fellow Aurovilian who calls you at 6
a.m. to discuss a problem which could
well have waited till 8. Also my part-
ner objects." Selvaraj hails from
Kuilapalayam village and intimately
knows both the Auroville and the
Tamil cultures. Critics speak of a cer-
tain partiality but that is unavoidable,
human as we all are. He too, however,
won't be available for a next Working
Committee, having done this work for
almost two years and "enough is
enough, it’s time for family and other
matters." Jill, Aurovici and Isabelle,
all three new to the work, also decid-

ed that this experience is quite suffi-
cient, probably for this lifetime.
What's wrong? It takes on aver-
age two years before a working com-
mittee completely burns out -
although usually quite a few members
already quit mid-term - but this one
managed it within 5 months. The
answer lies not in the accumulation of
work, which admittedly has become
more intensive, but rather in the
impossibility of ever solving any-
thing. Back in March, when this
Working Committee was nominated
for a six months' period, it also
assumed charge of the work of the
Executive Council which had ceased
to exist in December last year. Its first
priority was to get community agree-
ment on a new internal organization,
to be in place by September 10th, the
date the Working Committee was
scheduled to resign. This work was
taken up enthusiastically and a lot of
progress was made (see below). Also
normal WC work proceeded as per
schedule. Unexpected, however, was
the avalanche of unsolved and appar-
ently unsolvable conflicts that were
dropped into the lap of the WC. These
conflicts ranged from problems with
or within working groups such as the
Matrimandir Team and the Interim
Development Group, to interpersonal
problems between Aurovilians. The
frustration level of the Working
Committee members trying to deal
with all these issues can be measured
from a note published by them in the

Auroville News, the weekly internal
newsletter: "We really wonder some-
times what some of the people who
live here have for life goals and spiri-
tual aspirations,” and calling for a
more stringent entry process as well
as an exit process.

Says Ulli; "The Working
Committee, and this is the problem,
has no power to kick ass." Kathryn
explains: "It is supposed to help solve
conflicts through mediation, trying to
find consensus. But failing consensus
— and this happens often - the
Working Committee cannot impose
its own solution on the parties, even
when it is clear that not resolving the
problem carries significant and nega-
tive implications for both Auroville
and the parties themselves. This is
what makes the frustration quotient of
the work almost unbearable."

Frustration is also certain for at
least one of the parties in conflict. The
usual result of a failed conflict resolu-
tion is a continuation of the status quo
to the chagrin of the party who wants
that status quo to be changed.
Angered parties sometimes ask the
Working Committee to call a
Residents' Assembly meeting in an
attempt to get their views imposed.
But if the Working Committee refus-
es, judging that such a meeting would
not be productive, the only thing left
for the aggrieved party is to collect
the signatures of at least 50 people so
that the Working Committee is bound
to call a meeting of the Residents'

Assembly. However, such meetings
are rarely effective.

The situation is even more prob-
lematic when an Aurovilian has been
breaking the law. In cases of physical
violence, for example, the Working
Committee has no power to impose
any sanctions such as the paying of
compensation to the injured party.
Though internal guidelines suggest
that Aurovilians solve their problems
amongst themselves, the practical
reality is that there is no structure to
ensure this happens. Small wonder
than that frustrated Aurovilians some-
times feel that resorting to a police
complaint is the only way out 'as
Auroville doesn't do anything'.

The term of office of this
Working Committee has meanwhile
been extended till October 15t so that
it can attend the meeting of the
Governing Board of the Auroville
Foundation on September 215t-220d.
But what happens afterwards?

An idea has been floated to make
this Working Committee part of a
larger Auroville Council, a group of
12 to 20 people, some of whom
would be doing Working Committee
work, the others taking care of com-
munity matters. However, as long as
the community refuses to give this or
any other group the authority to
decide conflicts, it will be difficult to
get qualified people. For this job
gains no glory.

Carel

Auroville Resource Group, Auroville
Council and TORA approved for one year

A new organisation received the blessings from a Residents’ Assembly.

urovilians are never satisfied
Awith Auroville's organization.
For those trusting in divine
anarchy there is already far too much

outward organization. Others are all
too aware of the lacunae in our pre-

. sent structure which allow individuals
. or small groups to block the will of

the larger community, or which allow
no redress or court of appeal for indi-
vidual grievances. And then there is
the knotty matter of implementation.
How does one implement decisions in
a place where the traditional levers
employed by the state — laws, police
etc. — are lacking?

Over the past eighteen months
both internal and external pressures
have caused us to look once again at
our organizational structure. A num-
ber of studies and proposals have
been made, some of which have gen-
erated heated debate. Once again, the
crux of the differences concerns the
role played by the Residents’
Assembly in community decision-
making. For some, the ideal remains
that of a democracy where everybody
is able to participate at all stages of
the process and where everybody's
voice has equal weight in the final
decision-making process. Others are
concerned this will lead to the emer-
gence of the lowest common denomi-
nator or gridlock in our attempts to
reach decisions. The common factor
motivating both positions appears to
be fear: fear either of "mob rule" or of
a self-serving oligarchy.

The arguments are familiar, so
familiar in fact that many Aurovilians
didn't bother to participate. This
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reflects a drift over the years of capa-
ble and long-term Aurovilians away
from direct civic involvement. The
reasons are numerous, but the effect
has been seen in the difficulty of fill-
ing key positions in key groups, as
well as in the absence in our commu-
nity discussions of a certain grounded
wisdom which some of these individ-
uals have acquired.

This has begun to change. The
present interim Working Committee
was selected from and by a group of
about 35 Aurovilians who received
the most votes in a community-wide
exercise which asked each Aurovilian
to name two others whom they most
respected and trusted. The new
Working Committee, nervously sur-
veying the mountain of contentious
topics which already threatened to
bury them in an avalanche, asked the
group of thirty to stay on and operate
as a support group, so in other words
as a discussion forum and resource
base from which sub-groups could be
formed to deal with specific issues.
The latter didn't happen, but the
Support Group and the Working
Committee have been meeting weekly
over the past months, focusing pri-
marily upon the need for a new orga-
nization.

Today, two interrelated proposals
have emerged as the first steps
towards a new organization. One is
for an 'Auroville Resource Group'
(ARG). This is a body open to all
Auroville residents who wish to
actively assist the Residents
Assembly in achieving self-gover-
nance for Auroville. It has no powers

as such — final approval continues to
rest with the Residents Assembly —
but it will facilitate the development
of policies, propose mandates and
terms of office for working groups
and assist in conflict resolution.
Among its immediate tasks will be to
suggest a selection process for the
next Working Committee.

The other proposal relates to com-
munity-level decision-making and
conflict resolution. 'The Experiment'

tance, a 75% majority will be needed
to carry the day. The decision will
then be registered in the Auroville
News. If, after two weeks, substantial
objections have not been received, it
will be considered ratified by the
Residents Assembly. If such objec-
tions are forthcoming, a third round of
meetings may be held, or there may
be a community-wide referendum, or
it may be decided that the time is just
not ripe for resolution. The ARG will

Governing Board approval

The Governing Board, which met in Auroville on September 215t
2ond, approved of the new organization and expressed the hope that it
would help Auroville in finding a solution for the problems at the
Matrimandir. The Governing Board also approved of the decision that
henceforth the seven person Working Committee would be part of a larger
Auroville Council of about 15 people.

The Governing Board observed that the word "'TORA,’ the acronym of
Task Oriented Residents' Assembly’, was not well-chosen and suggested it
to be changed into TORC (Task Oriented Residents' Committee). Finally it
advised that the deliberations of a TORC should be time-bound, e.g.
restricted to a period of three to maximum six months.

proposal is that if an issue cannot be
resolved by consensus after two
Residents Assembly meetings, an ad
hoc group, open to any resident, will
be formed to deliberate upon and
resolve it. This group, called the Task-
Oriented Residents Assembly
(TORA), will hold as many meetings
and take as long as necessary to reach
consensus. Should this prove impossi-
ble a vote will be taken within the
TORA,; for an issue of high impor-

play a key role in both participating in

and overseeing The Experiment
process.
The Experiment proposal

includes two interesting innovations.
Members of the TORA, which will
dissolve once the issue is resolved,
will be asked at the first meeting to
commit themselves to the entire
process: nobody will be allowed to
come in at the final stage and block a
process which may have taken

months to work out, something which
has bedeviled our organization in the
past. Secondly, objections from the
larger community to any proposal
arrived at by the TORA need to be
reasoned: a simple niet will not be
accepted. The objectors will also have
to number at least 50, or 50% of those
attending the TORA meeting at which
the proposal was agreed, whichever is
higher.

The ARG and Experiment pro-
posals have been approved by the
community for a one year period, and
the first ARG meetings have taken
place. One of its tasks will be to tackle
other gaps in the present organization:
in particular there is a need for a con-
flict resolution group and a secretariat
which will take responsibility for
communicating information, organiz-
ing meetings and publishing the
results. It is also felt that we need to
look at enlarging the Working
Committee as too much work is
falling upon too few people at present.

Will the proposed changes make
Auroville's organization a better tool
for its inner and outer development?
It's difficult to say. Certainly the new
proposals are an interesting attempt to
wed inclusiveness to effectiveness.
However, the key to the success of
any organization in Auroville is not
the structure per se, but the quality of
the people it attracts, the quality of
their interactions with each other and
the confidence and support afforded
them by the larger community. In
this respect it's all a step in the dark.
But at least it's a step.

Alan




EDUCATION

School from

scratch

Kireet has been instrumental in opening a

new school

ireet has been interested in educa-
B tion, yoga, and the environment
m his early years. Before he
came to Auroville he had been a teacher
in The Netherlands for 23 years, was
active in Auroville International, taught
yoga, and developed a beautiful garden
that was renowned throughout the region.
The decision to settle in Auroville meant
leaving his beloved pupils and garden
behind, but his interests travelled with
him. After his arrival he built up from
scratch Gaia's Garden, a small communi-
ty in the north-eastern part of Auroville
near the coastal village of
Bommayarpalayam. "It was a new expe-
rience for me. I had to get used to tropical
plants and trees, to become sensitive to
their needs of sun, soil, water. It was and
still is a very rewarding process," he says.
The cashew grove has been beautifully
transformed over the past four yearsintoa
wonderful garden, which forms an ideal
setting for the community guest house.
The proceeds from the guesthouse
enabled him to initiate an erosion control
programme. During the last five years 35
check dams have been build in canyons,
retaining upto 50.000 cubic meter of rain-
water during a good monsoon.

Education has always had a special
place in Kireet's heart. According to him,
"Education is one of the best possible
avenues to change the environment posi-
tively. That is why I wanted to explore
ways to introduce a more progressive
educational programme in
Bommayarpalayam.” The village was
lacking a good school, unlike other vil-

MATRIMANDIR

lages in and around Auroville. Apart from
that, Bommayarpalayam has a lower liter-
acy level (60%) than the state average of
Tamil Nadu (70%), and a high unemploy-
ment rate. He explored several possibili-
ties to tie up with existing schools, but
nothing materialised. Until one day, "I
read an article in AV Today about the
Kuyilapalayam School Trust (KST). It
appeared a successful school, with classes
up to 11th standard." Moreover, the stu-
dents achieved more than average results
(70%) in their examinations (the passing
mark level in TN is 35%). He approached
the Trust and in 2000 they came to an
understanding that Bommayarpalayam
School would be a branch, a sub-school
of the KST. And the mother school
agreed to take responsibility for the neces-
sary administration, admission proce-
dures and selection of human resources.

Again, funds were needed and again
the proceeds from the Guest House
proved indispensable. Also a number of
well-wishers contributed smaller or larger
sums. Even in Kireet's former village in
Holland a small sum was raised.

The Auroville Land Service allotted a
piece of land in an old idyllic mango
grove, situated on a plateau with a majes-
tic view over the Bay of Bengal in the
vicinity of the village. The grove is an
ideal backdrop for games, outdoor
lessons, and performances. It provides a
sense of solidity, care and intimacy.
Werner, an architect who recently joined
Auroville, dedicated his services free and
designed a curved school building, which
overlooks the sloping land towards the

ocean and catches the refreshing sea
breeze: an inspiring environment for chil-
dren to grow and develop their creativity.
The overall design provides space for nine
classrooms and an administration build-
ing, as well as a small amphitheater. Each
classroom is about 45 m2 (405 sft) and the
required sum for the first three classrooms
and necessary infrastructure stood at Rs
12 lakhs (US $24.700).

The construction work started in
April 2001. The work proceeded smooth-
ly (although the roof required some addi-
tional re-designing) and 14 months later
the first phase was completed. On June
5th 2002, World Environment Day, the
school opened with 2 teachers and 20
pupils. The choice of date was not merely
a coincidence, but stressed Kireet's con-
viction that environmental awareness
includes and commences with education.
But that was only the beginning. Now,
three months later, after a temporary
fourth classroom with a palm leaf roof
had been built in the mango grove, the
school has grown into a Kindergarten
with 120 children and 4 teachers.

"In order to bring the children from
the surrounding villages and the mother
school, a school bus seemed necessary.
But we had no funds at hand, save a
reserve of Rs. 2,5 lakhs (US $5,100) to
cover the running costs of the school, the
salaries of the teachers and a pump. KST
proposed that if we would provide this
amount, Palmyra, the main sponsor of
KST, would add another 6.5 lakhs (US

The new Bommayarpalayam school

$13,400) for the new school bus. It was a
difficult decision for us. However, the
school bus was purchased and we have
faith that the running costs will be covered
by additional donations"”.

The bright yellow school bus is
indeed a prominent hallmark on the
premises, and it enables dozens of chil-
dren to come daily to their school in an
idyllic environment. It is rewarding to see
their smiling faces when under the trees or
their serious expressions when learmning
their lessons or see them greet Kireet with
joy and spontaneity.

"We have come a long way from the
first idea of a progressive education pro-
ject to the present realisation of the first
phase of the school. Still a lot has to be
done. Due to the sudden increase of chil-
dren and teachers we are faced already
with a lack of space. We would like to
start with the construction of another three
classrooms and a teachers' room.
Ultimately, the school would accommo-
date both a Kindergarten and Primary
school section.™

Says Kireet: "I started with Gaia's
Garden from scratch. However, not only
the garden grew; it provided the financial
support for the erosion control and educa-
tional projects. It is as if Gaia's Garden is
seeding itself to help improve Auroville's
environment."”

Dirk

For more information contact
kireer@aur-r;rfﬂe.m'_a;.in

Shaping the meditation rooms

any years ago construction
of the meditation rooms
inside the large petals,

which surround the Matrimandir, was
started. But in order to finish them,
many technical problems had to be
overcome. Finally this year, under the
supervision of Carlos, a big leap
towards the finalization of
these meditation rooms has
been made.

When you descend

towards the main
entrance of the
Matrimandir, you
walk between the

impressive walls of
two petals, which are
covered with unpol-
ished red Agra stone.
Just about where you
have to leave your
shoes and sign the vis-
itors book, openings in
each wall giving accesss

cate the sides of the platform, there
are two benches or railings made of
white marble. Their fiberglass, sup-
ports are nearly invisible, which cre-
ates the

stunning effect that the benches
seem to be suspended in mid-air.

Mother for that particular quality.
Experiments with different types of
paint and pigments are continuing. A
second room ("Peace") has been
painted as a trial, using a very fine
German pigment to create a deep
shade of blue.

to curved corridors, each
with a different geometrical
design made out of small
pieces of the same red Agra stone.
Follow the corridor, and you arrive at
the entrance of the spherical, partially
egg shaped, meditation rooms. The
meditation room which is most
advanced has very light violet, round-
ed walls. At the far end there is an
opening, covered with a gold
coloured, almost translucent screen
with circular designs. This is
"Generosity".

It takes two steps to descend to a
floating circular platform, which is
not connected to the walls. To demar-

section through petal chamber (not to scale)

Three more steps, obviously intended
for seating purposes, lead towards the
end of the platform close to the
translucent shield.

Each of the twelve rooms is meant
to express one of the qualities given
by the Mother: Sincerity, Humility,
Gratitude, Perseverance, Aspiration,
Recep-
tivity, Progress, Courage, Goodness,
Peace, Generosity and Equanimity.
Each room will be painted in the
appropriate  colour indicated by

But before the rooms are ready for
use, much research and work still has
to be done. Carlos, a professional
painter, is in charge of the finishing.
As over the years many different
teams have worked here under differ-
ent supervisors, an overall uniformity
of design has been lacking. For
instance, some rooms have high
entrances, some have lower ones,
some rooms have a perfect spherical
shape, others don't, or air-condition-
ing ducts are placed at different spots.

With his eye for perfection, Carlos is
trying to streamline the finishing of
all the rooms, thereby speeding up
the work. For instance, special tem-
plates have been made to model the
exact shape of the walls and roofs,
and templates for the curvatures of
the entrance doors are being
designed.

The rooms will be cooled either
with fresh air from outside which
enters the room through ducts in the
floor, or with air-conditioning.
Working in the extreme heat under
the ceiling of a petal on top of one of
the rooms, Vladimir has been build-
ing a prototype of a soundproof air
conditioner. As the rooms are made
only out of stone plaster and marble,
each sound reverberates, easily dis-
turbing the peaceful, meditative
atmosphere.

My psychological experience of
being inside was positive. But I can
well imagine that some people will
feel unsafe, as the platform is not
connected to any wall. Also, what is
to be done if something, a lady’s
handbag for example, falls from the
bench in between the platform and
the wall? Another concern which has
to be addressed is safety. Lacking
natural lighting, the mediatation
rooms can only be used with artitifi-
cial illumination. A power cut could
create a feeling of suffocation, lead-
ing to somebody falling.

If all keeps on going well, we
will soon get an idea of how these
meditation rooms will be.

Tineke

INTERNATIONAL
ZONE

The Art of Healing

In cooperation with the Tibetan
Medical and Astrological Institute,
an exhibition of the Tibetan sys-
tem of medicine was held in the
Pavilion of Tibetan Culture.

ibetan  medicine, also

I known as Sowa Rigpa, or
the Art of Healing, has

been practiced for over 2,500
years. It uses different kinds of
ingredients such as herbs, trees,
rocks, resins, soils, precious met-
als and saps. About 95% of
Tibetan medicine is based on
herbs and precious metals which
are used for the seven kinds of
medicine known as "Precious
Pills" or Rinchen Rilpu. Tibetan
medicine can be good for all
kinds of illness, but is particular-
ly successful in the treatment of
chronic diseases such as rheuma-
tism, arthritis, ulcers, chronic
digestive  problems, asthma,
hepatitis, eczema, liver problems,

sinus problems, anxiety and prob-
lems connected with the nervous
system. Diagnosis in Tibetan

~medicine is done through physi-

cian-patient conversations, obser-
vation of the patient, examination
of the urine (smell, colour, sedi-
ments etc), a detailed and subtle
examination of the pulse and
sometimes the examination of the
mouth. The basis of Tibetan med-
ical education has been codified
in 'The Four Tantras' which origi-
nate from 800 CE. In the 17th
century, the content of The Four
Tantras was painted on 179 paint-
ed thankas (scrolls). This collec-
tion of thankas is known as the
'Atlas of Tibetan Medicine'.

At present, training in Tibetan
medicine is conducted under the
auspices of the Tibetan Medical
and Astrological Institute (TMAI)
in Dharamsala, North India which
also manufactures the medicines.
Students undergo a seven-year
rigourous training with an intern-
ship of two years before qualify-
ing as doctors. Tibetan physicians
are also taught astrology and are
expected to use astrology and
astronomy in their daily clinical

activities. The basis of the
Tibetan astronomical system is
the Sri Kalachankra Tantra,

broadly divided into three main
chapters — external Kalachakra
(effects of cosmos, planets, five
elements etc); internal
Kalachakra (Chakras or energy
channels within the body); and
alternate Kalachakra (for medita-
tion, yoga and higher spiritual
attainment).

The concluding ceremony of the
exhibition was presided by H.E.
Shri K.R. Malkani, Lieutenant
Governor of Pondicherry. Dr.
Kireet Joshi and the Maharaja of
Puri, members of the Governing
Board of the Auroville
Foundation, highly commended
the exhibition. Carel
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fMAlN THEME: A HousING CRISIS?

Affordable Housing

'Can construction costs be brought down or is fundraising required?

iven the steadily rising costs of construction in

Auroville, the need for affordable housing solu-

tions is more urgent than ever. While the main
cost of any building is related to the quality of construc-
tion expected by the house-occupant or architect, other
major expenses relate to infrastructural and site develop-
ment costs. According to the latest housing guidelines,
the built-up area for an individual should be within 65
square metre (the Auroville Master Plan eventually calls
for only 30 square metre space for each new resident in
the high-density city area) and the end price of a housing
unit should not exceed Rs 10,000 per square metre. For

centralized material procurement unit only would add an
additional overhead on the material cost and it may result
in the delay of actual construction process. Thirdly,
Dharmesh suggests that architects and contractors should
simply take a maintenance as he does, instead of charg-
ing their high percentages (see box).

Without collective-oriented housing solutions, find-
ing any clear-cut solutions to reduce construction costs
remains a challenge. The onus, whether in an individual
or collective housing project, is on the individual archi-
tect or contractor to skillfully use materials and space in
an innovative manner.

Designing affordable collec-

The added percentages

This schedule is based on a basic construction cost (material plus labour),
of Rs 6500 per square metre, an average for medium-density housing projects.

tive housing projects based on
Auroville's ideals of integrated
living will allow a large number
of Aurovilians and Newcomers
with little or no means to obtain a
decent place to live. Yet
Auroville is still far from being

Particulars Percentage Amount % on Basic the self-sustainable "city the earth
needs”, and therefore resources

1. Basic construction cost 100%Rs. Rs. 6500 100.00% for partially-funded housing
2. Infrastructure 20% of 1 Rs. 1300 20.00% schemes need to come from the
3. Architect's fees 5%of 142 Rs. 390 6.00% "rest of humanity". Partly innov-
4. Contractor fees 15% of 142 Rs. 1170 18.00% ative, experimental and environ-
5. Housing Service 10% of 1 Rs. 650 10.00% mental projects like Maitreye and
6. Auroville Fund 2%of 1-4 Rs. 187 2.88% Creativity are two collective
Total Rs. 10197 156.88% housing complexes that attempt

to reduce costs through profes-

most people in Auroville this price range is beyond their
means, a fact that has been recognized by many archi-
tects and builders. There is presently a strong movement
towards collective housing projects where semi-collec-
tive facilities allow for lower construction and running
costs. Unfortunately, how to further reduce construction
costs is a contested issue among various contractors and
architects.

Finding the Rs 10,000 per square metre rate unac-
ceptably high, Dharmesh, who works with the
Development Group, asks, "Why does one need to spend
so much on a house when a cheaper alternative can be
built? Not everyone can afford granite floors or ceramic
tiles. Traditional terracotta works just as well, and looks
just as aesthetic." Paradoxically a new residential hous-
ing project coming up in Grace under architect Helmut
precisely provides this type of finishing: plain white-
washed walls inside, terracotta flooring and the use of
country tiles on the roofs. Yet, the cost for these houses
still exceeds the ceiling level. Another idea that
Dharmesh proposes is that 5% of the overhead costs can
be cut if the various project holders of big residential or
office complexes sit together and work out a collective
plan of buying the materials, and have a common team of
supervisors to monitor the construction. However, Vijay,
a contractor who recently joined Auroville, explains that
he gets the materials at the same low price, and that a

Noise is a problem

Make sound planning part of town planning.

' ' uroville's architects con-

are necessary for air-circulation and

: sional fund-raising efforts.

Maitreye attempts to provide reduced-cost housing in
a medium-density project. Costs will range between Rs. 2
to 2.5 lakhs for single resident dwellings not exceeding
45 sq. m. There are options for an extra floor in case of
couples or families. To keep the costs low there will be
efforts to approach different agencies for financial sup-
port for common facilities and infrastructure. Creativity,
a project that professes to be "an experiment in intercul-
tural, interactive community living for fifty people," has
a similar approach. Presenting itself as "an integrated
model of multiple eco-systems" (waste- water treatment
plant, rainwater harvesting system and a solar energy
system) and "an important Research and Development
project” it has already succeeded in attracting 45% of the
total estimated cost in grants and donations. This amount
will cover the project's extremely high infrastructure
costs and common facilities. The participants of the pro-
ject have till now been able to raise only 25% of -the
remaining 56 % of construction cost. If successful, it may
very well become a precedent for future collective hous-
ing projects. For affordable future housing in Auroville
isn't merely a matter of cost reduction, but more and
more a matter of policy, vision and fundraising.

Dirk and Abha

%

tinue to design houses
d plan multiple housing
projects without considering the prob-
lems of sound pollution," says
Auroville's sound expert Didier.
Stating that "architects mainly focus
on aesthetics and costs and give little
or no thought to the fact that their
clients have to live with the noise pro-
duced by their neighbors and road
traffic,” Didier suggests design
reviews at an early stage of each
design of houses and housing pro-
jects.

Didier is executive of Sound
Wizard, a commercial unit that pro-
vides consultancy on the building of
sound studios in India. Auroville
|architects, however, rarely ask for his
expertise, and if they do happen to ask
|for it, they do it far too late, when the
design is ready. "Till now, my advice
‘has been ignored as it demands sub-
stantial changes in the house design or
‘the lay-out of the complex. The archi-
itects were not ready to change their
\designs, it was too late. But the clients
|suffer the consequences,” he says.
| Sound pollution is a real problem
in the tropics where open windows

cooling. "The two go together. If you
want to be 100% free from sound pol-
lution and not emit too much noise
yourself, you have to close all your
windows and air-condition your
house. But that is very costly and the
energy consumption is unsustainable.
The only answer is to design houses
and plan collective housing projects in
such a way that acoustical measures
are incorporated and sound is chan-
neled where it is not harmful to any-
one," says Didier. The present situa-
tion shows how correct he is. Many
people complain about noise caused
by neighbors or road traffic.
Development plans are increasingly
objected to because noise pollution is
not taken into account and no remedy-
ing measures are being proposed.
Says Didier, "Noise is a problem, you
can't ignore it. This aspect needs pri-
mary consideration when detailed
development plans are drafted, and
should be checked when requests for
building permission are submitted.
Without a minimum of ‘sound plan-
ning,’ a city with a density as project-
ed for Auroville cannot be built."
Carel

To create habitations that consciously help

in the growth of their residents? Aster
Patel, a long-term resident of Auromodele,
says that is possible. Consciousness, space and
form can manifest in matter to greatly enrich a
person's experience of living in such a setting.
She cites her own house, one of the five in a
complex originally designed by Roger Anger
in the 1970s, as an example. The round spaces
in Aster's house — the outer walls rising organ-
ically from the earth and moulded into forms
that form a 'whole' — these have brought her a

Is it possible for space to mould the being?

special meaning in inner and outer experience.
"The inner and outer spaces in this house flow
into the other, forming a totality of being and
living. This totality in which one lives helps to
recreate a similar flow within oneself — from
the inner being to the outer personality." For
Aster, the experience of living in a house
where specific activities are not designated to
closed areas and where the space exists in one
continuum hasn't always been easy. She
admits that "it takes time to learn to live in
such a setting. The spaces are wide, with sev-
eral large doors opening both ways leaving lit-

From top to bottom: Jocelyn’s house in Ami, dome houses in Samasti, houses in
Grace, house in Auromodeéle, house in Petite Ferme (left). All photos by Pino.

A Home with a Soul

tle distinction between the inside and outside".
Instead of the compartmentalized space one
usually finds in a conventional house, the
space in Aster's home is mobile, allowing the
energy to flow, to act, to smooth out the angu-
larities of the resident's personality into a more
open, rounded form. A space that can be
designed to act like a living force and help in
one's growth is, according to her, "nothing
short of a miracle that rightfully belongs to the
experiment of Auroville".

Abha
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