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Towards a sustainable water resource management
for the bio-region

Highlights from a conference

ast month, the Auroville
LCentre for Scientific Research

(CSR) together with
Auroville’s unit Water Harvest orga-
nized a three-day seminar on sus-
tainable water resource manage-
ment. The seminar, held in the
Pavilion of Tibetan Culture, was not
only endorsed by UNESCO under its
HELP (Hydrology for Environment,
Life and Policy) programme, but
also received an inspiring message
from the President of India who
referred to Auroville as ‘one of

India’s spiritual gifts to the whole .

world’ and expressed his confidence

that Auroville, in cooperation with

other organizations, will be able to
find a lasting solution to the water
problems of the region. This region,
often egocentrically referred to as
‘the Auroville bio-region’, had been
defined by the organizers as ranging
from the city of Villupuram west of
Pondicherry to the Coromandel
coast and from the city of Cuddalore
‘south
Kaluvelly tank, a brackish water
body of 72 square kilometers near
the village of Marakannam north of
Pondicherry. Government represen-
tatives, stakeholders, scientists, tech-
nical and legal experts from India,
France, Germany, The Netherlands
and Israel came together to share
experiences and proposals about
how to remedy, develop and sustain
water management practices with a
common vision and approach. Over
three days, a total of 27 scientific
papers were presented. The seminar
concluded with an attempt to find a
common ground for future coopera-
tion between the stakeholders of the
area.

Depletion of groundwater

Groundwater levels all over
India are fast declining and aquifers
in coastal regions are turning saline.
Mr. R.Chakrapaani, Regional
Director Central Ground Water
Board, Tamil Nadu, sketched the
dire state of affairs in Tamil Nadu.
The available surface water
resources have almost completely
been harvested. Ground water is now
the major source for domestic,
industrial and irrigation require-
ments. As shallow wells have
become defunct in many areas due to
declining water levels and low
yields, tube wells that reach into the
deep aquifers have become the most
common means of water extraction.
However, water tables are dropping
at such an alarming pace that the sta-
tus of the ground water resources in
Tamil Nadu’s 385 administrative
blocks has become a cause of con-
cern. Eight blocks have turned
saline, more than 100 blocks are

of Pondicherry to the

over-exploited, around 200 blocks
are listed as critical or semi-critical
and less than 70 blocks are consid-
ered safe. As for the main causes for
the present state affairs, Chakrapaani
mentioned the population explosion
and the consequent environmental
impacts; industrial, urban and agri-
cultural pollution; destruction of tra-
ditional water harvesting systems
like tanks and ponds; and the free
power which is being supplied for
agricultural purposes. Water scarcity
has led to loss of livelihood, irre-
versible socio-economic changes
and population migration to urban
areas. Tamil Nadu is now taking
measures on all levels — government,
industry, NGO’s and self-help
groups — to stem the tide. Amongst
the most affected cities is the
Chennai metropolis, home to more
than 6 million people. It now
imports water from the groundwater
rich Neyveli basin, an area of
approximately 3000 sq.kms located
200 kilometres south of Chennai in
the Cuddalore district. Chennai is
also planning a big desalination
plant.

The status of the groundwater
situation in Pondicherry is not better
than in Tamil Nadu. Mr. V.
Radhakrishnan of Pondicherry’s
Department of Agriculture explained
that this small Union Territory has
an estimated 35 million cubic metres
(MCM) of surface water and 150
MCM of groundwater. However, the
requirement exceeds the availability
by more than 20%. Pondicherry’s
observation wells have shown that
the groundwater level has dropped in
coastal areas up to 12 metres, inland
up to 55 metres. Radhakrishnan list-
ed lack of surface water irrigation,
mismanagement of surface water
bodies and neglect of runoff as the
main causes for this state of affairs.
“Pondicherry has become almost
completely dependent on groundwa-
ter and this is being over-extracted.
Intrusion of seawater into the
groundwater has been observed up
to 4 kilometres inland in the south-
ern parts of the state, 2 kilometres
inland in the city and 1 kilometre in
the northern side.”

Groundwater pollution

The depletion of groundwater
resources and the state of disrepair
of surface water bodies are not the
only concerns of the Tamil Nadu and
Pondicherry water boards. Pollution
of groundwater resources comes a
close third. While some of these pol-
lutants have a natural origin, such as
salinity in some aquifers and the
presence of fluoride and iron in oth-
ers, other pollutants are man-made.
They come from industrial effluents,
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such as from tanneries and chemical
industries, from bad solid waste
management which contaminates
groundwater both chemically and
microbially, and from agricultural
activities through the large usage of
fertilizers and pesticides.

Mr. Gurunadha Rao of National
Geophysical Research Institute,
Hyderabad, presented a study on the
impact of industrial effluents in
Pondicherry’s . groundwater. The
chemical, metal and paper industries
of the Mettupalayam Industrial
Estate, established during 1979 on
the fringe of Pondicherry, have gen-
erated effluents that have found their
way into the groundwater. These
effluents came from badly construct-
ed drains, from waste dumps and, in
a few outrageous cases, were delib-
erately injected by the industry into
the ground. This polluted groundwa-
ter is now, at an average velocity of
about 30 metres a year, migrating to
the Mutta-rapalayam well field
which houses the main wells for
Pondicherry’s drinking water sup-
ply. To deal with the issue, water
quality monitoring is now continu-
ous and proposals have'been made to
drill a few wells for extraction and
treatment of the contaminated
groundwater. :

Auroville's problems

Auroville is renowned for its
successful reforestation work, for
rainwater harvesting, for the con-
struction of check-dams, and for pro-
grammes of tank rehabilitation in the
Auroville bio-region. Is Auroville, as
a consequence, better off with ‘its
water resources? Gilles Boulicot, the
Executive of Water Harvest was
quick to dispel that idea. “The efforts
conducted so far have not altered the
trend of groundwater degradation.
Auroville depends on the bioregion
for its water management and a large
part of this area is under immediate
risk of a major environmental crisis.
Around Auroville, most of the runoff
still flows into the sea, the area is
subject to rampant pollution and the
general environmental degradation is
heavy. The response of the local
population is lacklustre, and there is
no appropriate legal structure or
regional body to dam the tide.”
Boulicot particularly stressed the
dangers of increasing groundwater
salinity by seawater intrusion due to
indiscriminate over-extraction. “The
possibilities of further seawater
intrusion are very likely and if left
unattended could endanger the entire
southern part of the Kaluvelly water-
shed, including the Auroville area.

The consequences of such intrusion
would be difficult to imagine, as
water for irrigation and drinking
purposes would become scarce.”

In partnership with Harvest, the
hydro-geological situation of the
Kaluvelly area is being studied by
Dr. Sophie Violette and a team of
French scientists of the University
of Paris under the HELP pro-
gramme of UNESCO. “The study
has shown that the main exploitable
aquifer of the area is being over-
extracted by about 20 times the
recharge per year. In this context, it
came as no surprise that the aquifer
is increasingly turning saline, not
from seawater intrusion but from
underground salt transfer. We
expect that seawater intrusion may
happen anytime in the near future,”
said Dr. Violette.

Other studies in the area are
being made by the Foundation for
Ecological Research Advocacy and
Learning FERAL who gave a pre-
sentation on their ongoing study of
the physico-chemical characteristics
of ground water from 65 hamlets in
the Kaluvelly watershed.

But Auroville is not only facing
problems related to the bioregional
management. It must also ensure a
coherent, progressive, sustainable
and integrated water management
for the emerging city. Is it possible
to develop a city which will not
affect negatively the water
resources, and even improve it? And
does the future Matrimandir Lake
have a role to fulfil in Auroville’s
water supply system? Two of the
speakers, geo-ecologist J. Kohler
and geologist C. Schillinger from
the = German institute LGA,
Niirnberg spoke about aspects of the
lake’s management and possible
storage systems to supply the lake
with water during the dry season,
but did not integrate the lake into a
wider water supply system of
Auroville.

Remedial solutions

Measures to remedy the ground-
water depletion and battle ground-
water salinity were offered by a
number of speakers. To remedy
over-extraction Pondicherry has
issued executive orders regulating

" the construction of tube wells and

the extraction of ground water;

‘banned construction of tube wells

within 6 kilometres from the sea
coast; and now issues ground water
clearances only to non water based
industries. Farmers are encouraged,
by means of subsidies, to switch to
drip-irrigation techniques and reno-

_vate unused shallow wells for har-

vesting rainwater. Also the con-
struction of roof top rainwater har-
vesting structures in private and
industrial buildings is eligible for
subsidy. :
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BUILDING THE CITY

Building the home for Savitri

The_second structure of Savitri Bhavan will be inaugurated in November

Aurovilians started studying Sri Aurobindo’s

epic poem Savitri. They met wherever a
place was available until one day Narayan, a
senior Aurovilian, ignited the flame of passion.
“He suggested that there should be a place in
Auroville dedicated to Savitri, where those inter-
ested could study it and where all the materials
on Savitri could be gathered and exhibited. It
should be a place with a special atmosphere,
where even someone who doesn’t know a thing
about Sri Aurobindo or Saviiri would feel an
inspiring energy.” Shraddhavan smiles at her
recollection of the start of .the Savitri Bhavan.
“The idea was taken up enthusiastically. Within
a remarkably short time we were granted this
piece of land and one year later there was a plan.
On November 24, 1995, Nirodbaran laid the
foundation stone in a well-attended ceremony.
Not being one of the organisers, I stood some-
what back. Nirod-da spoke very briefly and sim-
ply and read a passage from Savitri. Then some-
thing very powerful came down — I still shiver
when [ think about it. My commitment to the
project stems from that moment. Nirod spoke
about Savitri Bhavan being the twin of
Matrimandir — probably in the sense that the one
would complement the other. While
Matrimandir is the shrine of the Mother, this is
the home of Savitri.”

It all began 10 years ago when a group of
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distributed free on request to interested people.”

Meditations on Savitri

Financial assistance was not the only kind of
help that came. Says Shraddhavan: “When we
started, we hardly dared to dream that one day
the Meditations on Savitri, paintings made by
Huta in the 1960s under the direct guidance of
the Mother, could ever be exhibited here. But
unexpectedly Huta showed a great interest in our
project and increasingly gave support. The
Mother had told Huta that all the 470 paintings in
the series should be permanently displayed in
proper order; but the Sri Aurobindo Ashram
does not have a place for such a permanent exhi-
bition. Ultimately, with the consent of the
Ashram trustees, all these paintings have been
entrusted to Savitri Bhavan, along with copies of
Mother’s sketches and written instructions, as
well as other paintings inspired and guided by
the Mother.”

To house and exhibit such a collection
requires a proper gallery. “A real art gallery is

_part of the final plan,” says Shraddhavan. “In

our present premises we can only exhibit repro-
ductions, which do not carry the tremendous
power of the originals. Mother gave detailed
instructions and sometimes even corrected a
painting herself with a brush. Moreover she
concentrated on every one of them over and

The brand new addition to the Savitri Bhavan '

Since that time, Shraddhavan has been
increasingly committed to the Savitri Bhavan,
together with a strong supporting team which
includes architect Helmut. “The needs of the
project led me into areas where I had neither
experience nor had ever felt the desire to work,
such as accounting, fundraising and administra-
tion. For when the idea took off, there was no
money. There was only the support of many
good-willed people. Among them was Dr. Beena
who, together with her parents, was instrumental
in organising a benefit performance by Indian
film star and Bharatanatyam dancer Hema
Malini with her troupe in the town of Navsari in

. Gujarat,” Helmut interjects, “When we reached

the railway station we were amazed by the
crowd of thousands of fans who wanted to see
Hema-ji. She was probably used to it, but for us
it was an unbelievable experience!”

Though this performance raised almost six
lakhs rupees (US $ 13,000), the amount was not
enough to begin construction of the main build-
ing. “Helmut proposed to start instead with the
smaller, free-standing caretaker’s residence, and
adapt that to our activities,” says Shraddhavan.
“Once we started construction, help began pour-
ing in, and the building was inaugurated just a
few months later, again by dear Nirodbaran, on
August 8, 1999. . :

“In the meantime, while we were fundraising

in Navsari, other members of the team had put’

up a keet-roofed shelter on the site, and it was
there that the first regular programmes were
started: Ananda Reddy with his weekly classes
on The Life Divine, and our guest speakers on
Sundays. At the same time we started our maga-
zine Invocation which carries transcripts of the
talks, and other materials on Savitri. It is now
going out to people all over India and to 35 other
countries. In 2004 we also began publishing a
Tamil version, Prarthana. Both the journals are

over again and put ‘something’ in them. It was
Mother who said that these paintings should not
be judged from the ordinary aesthetic point of
view, but that one should concentrate within
and contact what is behind the surface. After
all, these images are inspired by mystical poet-
ry, which many people find quite unapproach-
able too.” Adds Helmut: “That, in the begin-
ning, was also my problem. Most of the paint-
ings I could not appreciate — though others were
overwhelming from the moment I first saw
them. Now I find that they have grown on me, 1
gain more and more from them — and this is
always a very good sign with art.”

A place for study

Before Savitri Bhavan was. inaugurated,
Auroville did not really have a place for studying
the works of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother.
This has now become a major focus for Savitri
Bhavan, which has been offering regular classes
on The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga, The
Human Cycle, The Ideal of
Human Unity, Mother’s ¥
Conversations and of course §
Savitri itself. And to make Savitri
accessible to  non-native gt
English speakers, Shraddhavan g
has started to teach English
through Savirri. “This targets not only o=
many newcomers to Auroville, but also
Aurovilians. Koreans, French, Italians and a
group of young Tamilians are enthusiastically
participating, all people who are interested to
know more of Sri Aurobindo. We study one page
at a time — the correct pronunciation, going
through it word by word, sentence by sentence,
understanding the meaning of the vocabulary,
the sentence structure, and the images being
used. The marvellous rhythms and the whole
richness of the English language sink down into

deeper layers of the conscious-
ness — and come out again after
some time.”

Another focus has been
added recently. An increasing
number of people visit
Auroville for continuing educa-
tion in fashion design, alterna-
tive technologies, sustainable
architecture, afforestation or
organic farming. Says
Shraddhavan: “More and more
people in Auroville are begin-
ning to feel that everyone who
comes to study something in Auroville should be
offered an orientation course about the specific
aims and ideals of Auroville. We at Savitri
Bhavan are also participating in providing such
sessions, which are being well appreciated.”

Savitri Bhavan also has an audio-visual sec-
tion, run by Vladimir, which prepares recordings
and other study aids. All the recorded talks given
at the Savitri Bhavan, such as those by
Shraddhalu, Professor Nadkarni, Georges van
Vrekhem and others, are processed here on vari-
ous media — tape, CD, video and DVD. Vladimir
was also responsible for digitising the recording
of a complete reading of Savitri made by
Nirodbaran in the late 1980s. It was made avail-
able in the form of MP3 files on CDs as part of
his 100th birthday celebrations last year. These
CDs are now distributed through VAK
Bookshop in Pondicherry.

« Gradually Savitri Bhavan is gearing up to
support academic studies. Savitri was declared
by The Mother, after the first edition had been
published, as a poem which nobody could truly
understand. Medhananda added in 1958 that the
mind that can understand Savifri hasn’t yet
been developed. But now Shraddhavan feels
that the meaning of Savifri is coming nearer,
even though surely nobody can claim to under-
stand all the poems many layers of deep inner
meaning — to do so, one would need to have the
spiritual experience it is based on. “But it is an
ocean; we’ll never get to the end of it.” Work
has been started on a bibliography of Savitri
materials, and several other interesting research
projects are going on. “From time to time we
receive queries from students in different coun-
tries who have chosen to write a thesis on
Savitri. In due time, perhaps, Savitri Bhavan
could become a focal point for Sri Aurobindo
Studies where students obtain recognised cred-
its. But we would not like to place too much
emphasis on academic studies. The activities
we are organising aim to make Sri Aurobindo’s
vision and work more accessible to people of
very varied psychological types and cultural
backgrounds. What we want is not just an intel-
lectual grasp. We approach his writings for help
and light, for the psychological insights and
spiritual support that can show us the way to a
new and better human life and society.”

The second building

For a time the first building was adequate to
accommodate these growing activities. About 18
months ago a possibility emerged for expanding
the facilities. “Our hopes were raised when we
heard that, as part of the Rs 22 crore grant
approved for higher education  facilities in
Auroville by the Ministry of Human Resource
Development of the Government of India, Rs 51
lakhs had been allocated to Savitri
Bhavan. But this money has so farnot °

Scale model of Savitri Bhavan
photo courtesy Helmut

Helmut and Shraddhavan

materialised. Then we were encouraged to apply
for another government scheme under which we
might get a grant specifically for an art-gallery.
We learned that we would be expected to pro-
vide at least half of the funding independently.
Since we had started the first building with only
half the needed amount, we decided to go ahead
with this one as soon as we had half the estimat-
ed building cost in hand.”

“When the concept of Savitri Bhavan was
designed, we had planned that this second build-
ing would be the last one to be constructed,” says -
Helmut. “But here in Savitri Bhavan we have
noticed that the buildings follow the activities
planned, and the next activity on our schedule is
the exhibition of Huta’s Meditations on Savitri.
The original plan envisions an art gallery as part
of the main building. But we lack funds to mani-
fest that building. Instead, we have decided to
adapt the future library building to display the
paintings. It is a closed walled structure with
indirect light coming in from the top, and in this
way the pictures will be protected from ultra-
violet light which destroys the pigments. When
we get to do the dedicated art gallery in the main
complex, this building can very easily be re-
adapted to become the library.”

The first-brick laying ceremony for this sec-
ond phase building coincided with Savitri
Bhavan’s 8th anniversary in November 2003.
Ihrough the generosity of patrons around the
world, “the building is-new complete = even
though the hoped-for grant from the government
never materialised. “Were the Auroville
International Centres involved?” Shraddhavan
shakes her head. “Sadly not directly, even
though a detailed presentation was made for
their meeting in Brazil. But the AVI Centres
channel donations to us from individuals, who
mostly support our work because of their love
for Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri. The Mother had told
Udar “Savitri is a mantra for the transformation
of the world” and we find that more and more
people are responding to this great poem.”

With the second building nearing comple-
tion, Helmut is already thinking about finishing
the entire complex. “Roughly about 1.2 crores
(US $ 270,000) would be needed. The next step,
estimated at about Rs. 22 lakh, would be the
entrance and administrative section, with a prop-
erly equipped storage room for the paintings.
After that would follow the permanent art
gallery, an audio-visual studio, a conference hall,
and additional rooms for classes and research as
well as an open-air auditorium for small-scale
music, dance and drama productions related to
Savitri,” explains Helmut. “Later we also hope
to add a hostel to accommeodate speakers, visit-
ing students and staff.” A Savitri Park is planned
around Savitri Bhavan where all the flowers and
trees mentioned in Savitri will be grown. It will
be part of the larger Mahasaraswati Park, one of
the four main
parks of

Auroville.

All money ne¢ded for the construction of the
complex as well as its running costs —on average
Rs. 50,000 per month — comes entirely from
donations. But Shraddhavan is not anxious about
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EDUCATION

Isaiambalam'’s innovative roof-raising

Matrimandir helps in replacing roofs

en on Friday July 16th a fire
blazed through the thatched
roof of the cramped single-

storied school in Kumbakonam in
Tamil Nadu, leaving 93 children dead
and many wounded, little did the
schools in Auroville foresee the impact
it would have on them. A directive
issued by the Tamil Nadu Government
ordered all schools and public buildings
to dismantle any thatched roof and shed
before the end of the month. For some
Auroville schools which had all their
classrooms totally thatched, like
Transition créche and Isaiambalam, an
outreach school in Alankuppam, roof-
changing became a matter of utmost
urgency, overtaking all other priorities
on their lengthy wish lists. The heavier
than usual summer monsoon in addition
promised to worsen the situation.

The situation became a fund-raising
nightmare for the schools under SAIIER,
which has been perpetually strapped for
money. Recalls Subhash of Isaiambalam,
“For us, it was a time of great confusion.
The fire had happened on Friday.
Saturday was a holiday. On Monday
when we opened school, we gathered to
silently meditate for those who passed
away, we provided snacks for the chil-
dren and then sent them home. But soon
after, a crowd of unruly youth from the
surrounding villages descended on the
campus, and insisted that we pull down
the roofs immediately or else face conse-
quences, even though the Government
had given us untii the end of the month to
do it.” Isaiambalam gave in and all the
roofs came down, leaving the classrooms
topless and exposed to the elements. Just

TRAFFIC

a shell of the roof remained, a criss-cross
network of woven wood strips. “We
began to teach the children in our office
spaces and common hallways.”

SAIIER immediately called all
schools together to determine ways of
dealing with the crisis. “We had to be
creative,” says Subhash. “A lot of alter-
nate materials were discussed.” The only
criterion that the new roof needed to ful-
fil was that it be made of a non-flamma-
ble or fire-retardant material. Plastic, tar
sheets, canvas tent and tile were all
explored as alternatives. “We decided on
a kerala terracotta tile roof, and began to
solicit quotations,” says Sankar, a teacher
at Isaiambalam who took charge of the
roof-changing operation. Quotations
started coming in, and the minimum
price for 1 classroom came to-a whop-
ping 1 lakh rupees. “That’s when
Sanjeev called us and told us to check-
out the roof of the Matrimandir nursery
building. He said it was using a very
‘special’ material.” It was indeed special,
consisting of a one centimetre thick layer
of Kemperol, the material used for the
waterproofing of the Matrimandir. Due
to a defective primer, the waterproofing
had come loose, like an orange peel,
from the skin of the Matrimandir.
Matrimandir was being stripped of this
leathery ‘peel’ and it would be thrown
away. “It was free and we were told that
it has a life of 1000 years!” With such an
irresistible offer — Kemperol normally
costs a thousand rupees a square foot —
Isaiambalam decided to take a gamble
and jumped.

“So with just the costs of wooden
reapers, (now of termite-proof eucalyp-

One of the Isaiambalam classrooms with a roof of
'~ Kemperol sheets

tus rather than the traditional casuarina)
wages and transport, our investment is
minimal. But the cutting of the
Kemperol-peel proved slow and costly.
“The cutters were charging us by piece
rather than by the usual day’s work. And
they could cut only 40 to 50 sheets a day.
So we hired additional workers from the
nearby leather workshop to make the
work go faster.” Of the 7500 sheets need-
ed to re-roof four classrooms and one
kitchen, so far only 3000 have been cut
covering two and a half classrooms. Says
Sankar, “We had to stop as there are no

. more sheets available at Matrimandir,

but. Walter has promised to give us top
priority and get the sheets to us as soon as
he can.” But the cover was satisfactory.
“A few holes had to be plugged with the
first rains, as the sheets sometimes
warped,” says Sankar almost apologeti-
cally. “But there is good ventiation.” So

does the roof-story for Isaiambalam end
with a ‘happily ever after’ at least for the
next 1000 years? “Yes, but for the wood-
en structure which has a life of only 3 to 4
years,” smiles Sankar.

The innovative roof certainly looks
beautiful — its warm variegated honey-
beige tone feels oddly alive in the dap-
pled light of the evening sun streaming
through coconut tree fronds. Just outside
the classroom on a sandy pit, little girls
are playing Kabaddi, holding their
breaths and trying to tag the opposite
team while chanting kabaddi-kabaddi-
kabaddi-kabaddi. Do they like the new
roof over their classroom? “It’s not bad,”
says one girl solemnly. “It smells like
sugar,” chirps another bright eved little
one, as a faint aroma of sugarcane
molasses wafis from the resin that covers
the shests.

The long and winding roads

Do we have to wait until something serious happens?

I read the news today oh boy.
Four thousand holes in
Blackburn, Lancashire.
And though the holes were rather
' small,
they had to count them all.
Now they know how many holes it
takes to fill the Albert Hall...

ten to the song A Day In The Life

of the Beatles to know how many
holes from the tar road to the beach are
needed to fill the Town Hall. Because
that building is not big enough to host
all the 4,365 potholes that I have
counted this morning.

It’s not that I want to complain,
not at all. I just remembered that last
year Sunaura in her article about
Auroville’s dirt roads was daydream-
ing away about gliding with a magic
carpet over the speed bumps. And
coming from the land of the autobahn,
I, too, have real difficulties with
unmarked speed breakers and ill-
maintained streets. The road from
Kuilapalayam down to the East-Coast

" Road (ECR) is the worst. Here we
unfortunate bikers and cyclists rattle
and roll and nearly break our necks if
we want to leave the secure circle of
our township to get to the beach,
Pondicherry or elsewhere. Elvira’s
daughter Tara, 4 years old, made her
point: “I want a nice road. I don’t like
that there is no space. I want that the
cars let people pass!”

The Health Centre reports that
every day at least two people who
smelled the tar at close range seek
treatment for light bruises or bigger
injuries. It’s not only the potholes in
the asphialt, but also the bunds plus the
heavy traffic at rush hours, the trucks
and tourist buses and at nighttime,

Idon’t need to read the news or lis-

A bumpy ride through mud and potholes down to the East Coast Road

blinding headlights that force motor-
cyclists to throw themselves into the
ditch rather than be run over. Or into
the trenches that are always being dug
for water pipes, electricity cables and
phone lines, and which afterwards are
only casually filled up again.

What to do? Obviously complain-
ing doesn’t solve problems, as the
Health Centre has already written let-
ters to the Working Committee and
the Road Service asking them to do
something about this serious matter —
with no visible effect as yet. It’s not
that the groups are not doing anything.
Rather, the Auroville road budget is
pathetically meagre and there is little
hope that more money will be made
available in these times of budget cuts.
Moreover the Kuilapalayam/East-
Coast Road is under the charge of the
Kottakuppam Town Panchayat which
would have to be consulted before
anything is done.

Once upon a time there were vari-
ous roads from Auroville to the coast
road. Shankar recalls: “A footpath

wound through peanuts fields, but bul-

lock carts and cars took the better mud
road through the canyon towards
Pondy. The Bommaiyapalayam road
that connects the villages on the East-
Coast Road with the villages on the
Tindivanam Road, a road that goes
through Kuilapalayam and
Edyanchavadi, was tarred and paid for
by the Government of Tamil Nadu
around the end of the 1980s.

The present road that runs from
Kuilapalayam down to the ECR did
not exist. In the early 1980s people
from Kuilapalayam had a meeting to
discuss the need for a new road. Then,
at Pongal time, everyone who could
hold a mumpti or crowbar met and in
an action directe constructed a new
road which ran straight across the
fields to the beach road. The landown-
ers who owned the land across which
the new road was being laid instantly
came running, trying to prevent the
diggers and levellers from finishing

their muddy business, but they were -

told the work wouldn’t stop. The road

was finished and the next morning the
police were on the site. The landown-
ers from Periyarmudaliarchavadi filed
a case against the Kuilapalayam
elders, who explained that they would
compensate the owners. They did this
partly by collecting some contribu-
tions from their own people and from
Auroville and partly by giving some
land in exchange. Also Auroville
donated the land over which some of
the new road was laid.”

In 1998, with funds from the

" Collector the road was improved by

laying asphalt. Rathinam remembers:
“There were no plans; no one really
knew anything about correct measure-
ments. At that time, the Kuilapalayam-
Auroville Development Council was
established as a joint committee to
monitor the road situation.”

Since then, houses and shops have
shot up like mushrooms along the new
road, lorries use the road more and
more and tourist buses and private cars
use this access to get to Matrimandir.
Due to this overload the condition of
the road deteriorated badly. Although
Auroville Groups and panchayats
cooperated and looked into the matter
of either improving the existing roads
or creating a new one, nothing was
done.

As Shankar puts it, “Something
will happen only if we make petitions
and exert soft pressure on the higher
authorities. But everyone involved
should also cooperate. Some two years
back the Kottakuppam Town
Panchayat started to collect a toll at
the entrances to Auroville and Repos
beach to pay for road improvement,
but they stopped after three days as
people complained and did not pay.”

What is it that paralyzes every-
body. involved, if T may innocently
ask? Concussion?

Julietta

Priva Sundaravalli

In brief
Budget cuts

Faced with the possibility that gov-
ernment grants for SAIIER may not
materialize, commercial units have
agreed to guarantee about 50% of
the amount needed. Having to

-come up with the remaining 25

lakhs for the rest of the financial
year, the new Economy Group pro-
poses to cut all community budgets
except maintenances by 15% from
November onwards. Before imple-
menting the cut, the Economy
Group appealed to the community
to collectively raise the missing
amount. The new Economy
Group's main objectives are to seek
solutions to constitute a fairer basic
Maintenance and to find ways to
become more self-sufficient, as it
has become increasingly obvious
that depending on outside sources
for the monthly running expenses
of Auroville is not desirable.

- Partners of Auroville

The FAMC, Entry group and
Housing Group have approved a
proposal to rename the Friends of
Auroville category into ‘Partners of
Auroville'. The main change will be
that that investments of ‘partners’
for their part-time housing are to
be made in collective projects and
no longer in separate individual
houses. The proposal still awaits

approval by the Residents’
Assembly.
Unit Contributions

The FAMC is reviewing the way in
which the 33% contribution on
profits from units is calculated.
Currenily the contribution is based
on income from: the previous year.
Instead, the FAMC wishes to fol-
low the income tax example, bas-
ing the contributions on the current
financial ‘year. This will diminish
ambiguities and be in line with the
recommendations in the White
Paper on Auroville’s economy of
May 2000.

Police outpost

The former telephone exchange
building in Kuilapalayam, owned
by Auroville, has been given on
temporary lease to the Tamil Nadu
police. The Auroville Security Task
Force considered a police presence
necessary to prevent untoward
happenings in the area and will
benefit both villagers and
Aurovilians. The decision was
approved in the General Meeting
of October 14th. The following day
a former member of one of the

gangs was murdered in.
Kuilapalayam.
Archaeology

The Auroville Planning and

Development Council has stated .
that archaeology is a concern of

Auroville as a whole. A paper

‘Archaeology, how to proceed fur-

ther?" was posted on the intranet.

Builders in archaeologically-sensi-

tive areas have been asked to keep

aside some budget for archaeology.

work.

Waste Water

An analysis of the wastewater
treatment systems in Auroville has
shown that, though an effort is
made to reduce the potential pollu-
tion impact-as well as the ground-

‘water. demand, many buildings in

Auroville, such as commercial units,
some schools and Bharat Nivas,
still do not have a wastewater
treatment plant.

Transition Scheol
Transition School reported that
another 6 lakhs is required to finish
three more classrooms. Right now
there is no possibility for children to
join grades 4 up to 8 and
Newcomers' children cannot be
accommodated.
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