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Walking a tightrope

“We're in uncharted waters,” “It's a fast-changing
situation where we can’t give hard and fast
answers"” — two observations that sum up the
present situation regarding Auroville's tsunami

rehabilitation efforts.

¢ ecision-making is
much more complex
now than in the imme-

diate relief phase,” explains
Hemant, “because while the effects
of what we do now will be long-
reaching, there are so many factors
beyond Auroville’s control.” These
include government policy regard-
ing compensation and allocation of
land for the affected villagers, and
which villages the local Collector
will allocate to which NGOs for
reconstruction. But from Auro-
ville’s point of view they also
include questions about our ability
to work on a scale never attempted
before. “I’ve never experienced a
situation wheré we could grow as
big as we want to without having to
worry about money,” says Hemant.
At the same time, if we raise
expectations that we cannot fulfil
we could do enormous damage to
Auroville’s relationship with the
villages, local government and
those NGOs with which we have
begun to successfully work. We're
walking a tightrope.” “That’s
why,” adds Hemant, “we need to
take it step-by-step rather than
rushing into making big deci-
sions.”

“We can’t afford to get it
wrong,” underlines Bhavana,
“because unlike the other NGOs,
we cannot just leave: this is our
home. This is why the team is so
determined that our response will
be needs-driven, that everything
will be done in consultation with
the people involved.” Primarily, of
course, this means the affected vil-
lagers, but for Hemant, Lata and
Prashant this also involves fre-
quent meetings with government
officials and NGOs working in the
tsunami-affected areas. “Most of
our work at the moment is advoca-
cy,” explains Prashant. “Some of
the NGOs made various policy rec-
ommendations and now we are try-
ing to convince the Tamil Nadu

Government to adopt them. These
include asking them to re-evaluate
their Technical Committee’s rec-
ommendations for new construc-
tion. In the interests of social and
economic sustainability, we are
also recommending that new fish-
ing equipment should not be over-
supplied in this area.”

Another key aspect of their
work is coordinating with other
NGOs. Auroville’s  Regional
Resource Centre is intended to do
this through providing both a phys-
ical location and website where
NGOs can exchange information
and coordinate action. However,
while the Auroville Centre is an
invaluable source of technical
information, it has been much less
successful in coordinating action
between the different organiza-
tions. The problem is that, while
experienced local and international
NGOs are very aware of the dan-
gers of throwing money or materi-
als at the victims, many new or
newly-flush NGOs are action-ori-
ented and want to see immediate
results. Typically, this leads them
to distribute cash and materials to
the affected community without
reference to the real needs or to the
long-term consequences. Hemant’s
prognosis is gloomy. “I was
recently told by a member of a
long-established NGO that trying
to educate these ‘quick-fix’ organi-
zations is a losing battle, but we
have to keep trying.”

Livelihood initiatives

Hemant explains that during
the next three months the Auroville
tsunami team will be prototyping
various initiatives in the livelihood
sector. “If they work out, we might
scale them up and run them for the
next two years, with the possibility
of longer term development there-
after. In fact, in the long-term we
clearly need an integrated develop-
ment plan for the whole biore-

Painting by Cecilia,-a student from Transition Primary School on display at an exhibition of tsunami-inspired

art by children from Auroville and local fishing villages held at the Aurelec Cafeteria

gion.” The most obviously suc-
cessful of the livelihood initiatives
so far has been Uma Prajapati’s
‘Tsunamika’ project, which aims at
empowering local women and
diversifying work opportunities in
the area (see box). Another liveli-
hood project for women is Abha’s
paper bag workshop, which teaches
local women to make and market
bags made of old newspapers and
magazines (the bags are purchased
by Pour Tous and other commer-
cial units in Auroville). Meanwhile
the Industrial School at Irumbai is
running a 3-month computer
course for young men and women
from the fishing community, while
the boat engine repair workshop —
which has now repaired over 100
engines from tsunami-damaged
boats and is considering moving on
to boat repair — is providing train-
ing in mechanics. Welding and car-
pentry classes are also being
offered in another location.

Some projects which, initially,
were more relief-based may have a
livelihood component in the future.
For example, the new ‘Cash for
Work® project provides wages for
fishing people who do clean-up

work. “It’s a great

ation and hope can grow out
of disaster. Auroville fashion-
designer Uma Prajapati, who
runs Upasana Studio, wanted
to do something for the Qg
women of tsunami-affected

villages and started training

women will be trained in seven vil-
lages — and the dolls turned out so
nicely that Upasana began using
them as a complementary item
attached to their products. Word
spread, and soon students from the
National Institute for Fashion

Tsunamika
Tsunamika is a tiny doll made of waste cloth,
but she has become a symbol of how regener-

them to make small dolls from leftover
cloth. Workshops were held in a number
of villages — eventually over 1,000

prehensively
model

over India.

Design in Chennai came to Auroville and used
their creativity to come up with new product
ideas and prototypes: these include CD cov-
ers, decorative pins, brooches and bracelets.
The larger purpose of the Tsunamika project is
to empower disadvantaged women by
giving them the confidence
to create and market their
own products and train
others. Uma hopes that,
with sufficient support,
~, self-sustaining women’s
W ' cooperatives  will be
S’l established, providing a

women to earn a living.
Now she aims to create a com-
- documented
_ based
Tsunamika experience that
could be easily replicated all

story,”  enthuses
Bhavana.  “Fifty
people — one from
each household —
were selected each
day to work for
four hours in
return for a wage.
Many of them
decided to- work
for six hours for
the same money.
Finally, group by

group they got
their whole village
chance for motivated clean, and they

really liked it, so
they asked us for
dustbins. But we
could offer more:
we contacted an
Ashram group that
has been running a
solid waste separa-

on the

tion scheme in Pondicherry and
invited them to present its work to
the villagers. The villagers were
receptive, so now one street in
Chinnamudaliarchavady has been
selected for a pilot project. If it
works, the same possibility will be
offered to all the other villages
which are cleaning themselves up.
Potentially we’re talking about 23
villages!” i -,

Similar long-term employment
could be offered by the eco-
restoration project. Walter is one
of the coordinators of this project,
which aims to create an ecological
barrier near the sea to break the
force of tsunamis and cyclones.
“So far we have been to six vil-
lages to find out what the villagers
would like us to plant and where.
Understandably, their preference is
for a shelter-belt of cash crops:
casuarina, coconut and cashew.
Casuarina and coconut would
probably work, but I'm not sure
about the cashew. It would be
interesting to try out other species
which would do well, like
pongamia and badam, but ultimate-
ly the choice is theirs. Once we
know what they want and where
we can plant, we can start nurs-
eries. If we situate these in the vil-
lages, it could afford training and a
long-term livelihood possibility for
those who want to continue with
this work.”

While the villagers have shown
some interest in these projects,
their real need at present is for per-
manent housing and the replace-
ment or repair of their boats and
nets. But do they really want to
return to fishing? “In the first two
weeks after the tsunami,” explains
Village Action coordinator, Moris,
“nobody wanted to go back to fish-
ing: everybody was too afraid.
Now everyone wants to fish again
once the government has agreed
adequate compensation. You see,
there’s a lot of unemployment in
the area, and fishing still provides
a good income for only a few hours
of work a day. The fishermen also
value -being their own bosses.

That’s why even those following
alternative livelihood courses at
present will probably return to
fishing when it starts again.”

The shelter project

“Auroville has decided not to
get involved in replacing boats or
fishing equipment,” explains
Hemant, “but the Auroville team is
looking at the possibility of con-
structing houses in three local vil-
lages. Undoubtedly the shelter pro-
ject would be both our biggest pro-
ject and our biggest challenge.” So
far, Auroville architects have come
up with nine different designs
which have been presented, in
model form, in a few villages.
“The villagers seemed to like
them,” says Lata, who is coordinat-
ing this project at present. “Some
of the feedback was that they did
not want community toilets but
preferred toilets attached to each
house, and they wanted the houses
to be expandable on the first
floor.” “Unlike other NGOs,” says
Prashant, who coordinates the
Resource Centre, “we’d like to
focus not only on individual hous-
es but also on overall settlement
design, incorporating community
spaces as well as technologies
which have been tried and tested in
Auroville, like wastewater recy-
cling and renewable energy. The
Collector and other NGOs have
acknowledged our expertise in this
area.”

“We have not recruited a full
team for the shelter project yet,”
says Hemant, “because there are
still too many unknowns. Firstly,
we have to know if we have the
resourcés and capability: this is
unclear at present. Then we have to
get the green light from the gov-
ernment about where we can build
(so far no less than 35 NGOs are
competing to build in the 19 affect-
ed villages in our area), as well as
from the people who will provide
the money: this is a 16 crore (US$
3,636,363) project! Then there has
to be clarity regarding the specifi-
cations. continued on page 2
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TSUNAMI RELIEF WORK

continued from page 1
Recently, for example, the Chief Minister
announced that the minimum size per unit
is being increased from 25 square metres
to 35 square metres and the cost from Rs
50,000 (US$ 1,136) a unit to Rs 150,000
(US$ 3,409) a unit.” “The latter reflects
the recommendations of a Technical
Committee which, we think, are examples
of over-engineering,” says Prashant. “To
put it in perspective, they recommend that
we should build to even stronger stan-
dards than those laid down for post-earth-
quake construction in Bhuj, Gujarat!”
“Auroville will definitely be involved
in some way in providing shelter,” contin-
ues Prashant, “but the question remains if
we do it on our own, or if we take a sup-
porting role or go into partnership with
others.” “The villagers are definitely inter-
ested in having Auroville do the construc-
tion,” says Bhavana. “In nearby Muda-
liarkuppam, the only structures to survive
the tsunami were ferro-cement doors made
in Auroville, and this really impressed the
villagers. They also trust us not to cheat
them.”

Expectations of the fishing
community

So, what exactly are the villagers’
post-tsunami expectations of Auroville?
The key people to listen to here are Moris
and Anbu. Post-tsunami, Anbu has contin-
ued to coordinate work in the villages
where Village Action had already been
active, while Moris has been focalising the
dialogue with the leaders of tsunami-
affected settlements through the weekly
‘Paalam’ (Tamil for “bridge’) meetings.
“To dialogue with them you have first to
understand them,” he says, “and this is a
very interesting experience for us because
we’ve never had a full-fledged programme
with fishing communities before.” Moris
explains that fishing communities differ
from other village communities. “The
fishing people are very cohesive, they

Helgard Zurmuehl, a visitor to Auroville, sculpted this
piece, which she called ‘Fisherman’, three months
after the tsunami struck. The severed arms and legs
represent the way he has been cut off from his liveli-
hood. "But look at his face,” she says, “There is great
determination there, and he is still walking forward.
This is my tribute to the fishermen's indomitable spirit
which | admire so much.”

stick together, and the structure of
these societies is patriarchal and hier-
archical: the leaders’ word is law. In
one sense this makes working with
them easier than working with other
villages, because if you can convince
the leaders of a course of action, every-
body else will follow. However,
because these are communities run by
men, they do not welcome the empow-
erment of women or youth. If they
allow Women’s Groups to form at all it
is only because it gives access to cer-
tain government schemes.

“The other complication, from a
relief and compensation point of view,
is that they share everything. So all the
compensation money paid to individu-
als is immediately handed over to the
leaders, who then share it out equally
among the whole community, even if
some families have suffered more than
others. The desire that everybody
should get the maximum benefit has
led them to inflate the losses of boats
and houses which, in turn, may delay
government -compensation. We man-
aged to get them to understand that
Auroville would not replace fishing
equipment. However, there is an
expectation that Auroville will provide
housing. This is because an Aurovilian
announced in an NGO meeting attend-
ed by the Collector that Auroville is
planning to build houses in the three
closest villages. So the other NGOs
backed off, informing these villagers
that their villages have been ‘adopted’
by Auroville and they were going to
receive a lot of help from us. The vil-
lagers’ big worry now is that if
Auroville doesn’t follow through with
construction, they will lose out because
the other NGOs will have gone else-
where.” Moris believes Auroville
should deliver on the housing “because
it’s a great opportunity to prove our
efficiency and capacity in the nearby
villages, where it will be
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greatly appreciated.”

The weekly Paalam
meetings, involving rep-
resentatives from 23 fish-
ing villages, are, in many
ways, the key to the suc-

Villages and communities covered

Auroville has been — and continues to be — actively
involved in relief and rehabilitation work in 24 coastal vil-
lages and communities, together with 9 Auroville beach com-
munities, located in Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry Union
Territory. The farthest village north is approximately 20 kilo-
metres from Auroville, and the farthest village south is locat-
ed 8 kilometres from Auroville. All work is being done in
collaboration and coordination with the office of the regional
Collector and various Government agencies and NGOs
working in the area.

Numbers affected

In total 34,585 people are living in Auroville’s area of
concern. Of these people some 10,425 have been affected in
one way or the other by the tsunami. The number of people

* who died as a result of the tsunami was 104. In total 3,910
houses, 2,320 boats and 16,563 nets have been damaged.

Donations receivéd and utilised

At the time of this report, Rs. 2.9 crores (US$ 659,090)
had been received for village relief and rehabilitation work, of
which 10% has come from Auroville residents, guests and
visitors, 9% from elsewhere in India, and 81% from abroad.
For the Auroville beach settlements, Rs. 44 lakhs (US$
100,800) has been received, of which 25% has come from
Auroville residents, guests and visitors, 4% from elsewhere
in India, and 71% from abroad. Of these sums, the break-
down in expenditure to date is as follows (to nearest rounded

off figure):

Emergency relief camps 261 — 315t December, 2004: Rs
2,01,266 (US$ 4,610)

Distribution of food and non-food items: Rs 30,05,535
(US$ 68,855) '

Cleaning by AV volunteers/Cash-for-Work project: Rs
797,458 (US$ 18,269)

Trauma counseling and health: Rs 5,10,802 (US$ 11,879)
AV beach communities relief: Rs 34,92,517 (US$ 79,996)
Fishing boat engine repair Rs 2,75,731 (US$ 6,319)
Tsunami Knowledge and Coordination Centre: Rs
55,997, (U$ 1,283)

Youth training / Women’s handicraft workshops: Rs
77,140, (U$ 1,768)

Administration, communication, overheads: Rs 1,40,061,
(US$3,210)

Total: Rs 85,56,507 (US$ 196,189)

Auroville Tsunami Rehabilitation
Programme

Remaining and new funds will be allocated to the vari-
ous projects aiming at rehabilitation of the affected villagers.

The Rehabilitation Programme consists of four distinct
but very much interlinked projects:

(a) Tsunami Knowledge and Coordination Centre:
Functioning as an interactive information platform for col-
lecting and sharing all tsunami-related information, spreading
of best practices, and development of consensus on rehabili-
tation strategies and implementation. A public tsunami-relat-
ed website and a shelter prototype plot will be part of the
Knowledge Centre.

(b) Shelters and Infrastructure: It is planned to build or
help in the construction of new permanent shelters with
accompanying infrastructure.

(c) Ecological Restoration: Trees will be planted on
selected plots along the coast to protect the land, combat salt-
water intrusion, and stop further degradation of the natural
resources. Research, documentation and tree nurseries have
started.

(d) Livelihood Projects:

- A wide range of vocational training programmes are
being offered to about 100 fishermen and village youth,
using Auroville’s training facilities.

-Various handicraft workshops for women aiming at the
establishment of self-sufficient women’s-cooperatives
are taking place in seven villages.

-Some 250 boat engines are being repaired in a special

workshop. .

- Cash-for-Work project offers wages to residents in
return for cleaning their villages. Waste management
programmes will be implemented to keep the villages
clean. .

Paalam-Coordination Structure

In order to ensure the input of the affected villagers and
to guarantee a need-based approach for all Auroville’s activi-
ties, a Paalam (Tamil for ‘Bridge’) structure has been set up,
in which each village or community is represented by one
Panchayat member, one woman, one youth, and possibly one
teacher. The Paalams meet every week and form an indis-
pensable source of reflection and information on all projects.

Auroville Tsunami Relief and Rehabilitation Centre,
Aurelec, Auroville 605101, Tamil Nadu, India
Telephone: +91-413-2622184 /2622979
E-mail: tsunami@auroville.org.in; web: www.auroville.org

cess or failure of the
entire Auroville tsunami
rehabilitation  project.
“They are beginning to
trust us,” says Moris.
“For example, when
there was another tsuna-
mi scare recently, they
immediately contacted
me for information. Also,

‘Food for Work’ package in a village where
we were already involved, they sent the NGO
away, saying ‘We want to work only with
Auroville because they have been helping us

EREE)

from the beginning’.

Friction with other communities

Actually, there are problems now with
some of the non-fishing communities. In most
of the seaside villages in this area, the tsuna-
mi struck the fishing community living on the
beach but left untouched people living on the
other side of the road. “There has always been
tension between the fishing people and the
other villagers,” says Moris, “because the
fishing people are very emotional — often they
act without thinking — and their approach is
rough and ready.” The sight of NGOs queuing
up to distribute ‘free goodies’ to the fishing
communities has increased resentment. “Each
of the affected fishing communities in this
area has been visited by at least fifty NGOs,”
says Anbu. “Some households have already
received as many as nine cooking stoves.
Organizations have distributed things like
blenders and suitcases, and now one of them
wants to give a mobile phone to every fishing
family. Meanwhile the poor and infirm Dalits
or Vanniyars who live a few metres across the
road receive nothing because they belong to a
different community and the wave didn’t
reach them.”

“The Vanniyar community in some vil-
lages is now saying that Auroville is interested
in helping only the fishing families, that when
there are problems in the Vanniyar community
we never help them,” says Moris. “This is not
so; the reason that we concentrate on the fish-
ing communities now is because they have
suffered a real disaster.” “However,” adds
Anbu, “it is important that Auroville is not
seen to favour one community over another, so
now we are trying to right the balance by dis-
tributing food and clothes to the Vanniyar
community. Abha also agreed ta begin her
paper-bag workshop with Vanniyar women
and Uma will include some members of this
community in her Tsunamika project.”

“The real need here is to improve relations
between the fishing and non-fishing communi-
ties,” says Moris. “We are already planning
summer camps, school-trips and sports events

* which would bring together children from

both communities. Of course, if there is a con-
flict on the cricket pitch it will become a big
issue and Auroville will get blamed!”

“There is never a situation in which you
can do only good,” concludes Hemant, “it’s
always mixed.” “At the same time we shoul
not underestimate ourselves,” says Auralee,
who helps coordinate the tsunami office.
“This is the first time I’ve seen in action what
Auroville can achieve when it puts its ener-
gies together. You feel, wow, we could do
anything if we really put our hearts and minds
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when another NGO was
offering a  generous

behind it.”

Alan

Rehabilitating Auroville's
beach communities

o face the tragic consequences
Tof the tsunami, a team was

immediately constituted with
the responsibility and task of working
out solutions to the difficult situation
in which many Aurovilians living in
the Auroville beach communities
were confronted.

The first actions taken by the
team were to assess the situation in
every community and to release the
necessary funds to build temporary

. fences in order to secure Auroville

land and property, and to restore
water, electricity and telephone con-
nections wherever necessary. The
second priority was to assess the
damage to the houses, to estimate the
work that had to be done and to
release the funds.

Another urgent priority was to
evaluate the financial needs of those
who had lost their means of income in
the disaster. There were four families
in this situation. It was decided to
provide them with financial support
for a period of three to six months or
more, plus a certain amount of money
in cash to allow them to deal with
emergency needs.

The team also identified some
business losses that had to be offset.
They considered this an important ini-
tiative, particularly in the present eco-
nomic situation of Auroville.

Today, infrastructure and house
repairs, personal financial support and
business losses have already been

‘tackled and solutions have been

worked out. The team is now working
on the last part of the operation,
which concerns personal losses.
These were quite significant and will
be covered according to the available
funds.

The team would like to take this
opportunity to thank all the donors for
their generosity and invaluable sup-
port (Rs. 44 lakhs or § 100,800 has
been donated for the Auroville beach
communities). Thanks to them, we
have been able to put all those who
have suffered from the tsunami back
on their feet and enabled them to
rebuild their lives. We would also like
to thank all the Aurovilians who have
put so much energy and so much of
themselves into this operation.

The Auroville Beach Community

Relief and Rehabilitation Team
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Women's Group meetings

Auroville’'s Mirra. Women’s Group went to Bangalore to learn from
Vimochana, one of the largest organizations for women in India. Esther
learns about their findings

he Mirra Women’s Group was
I initiated by Kamala, Rajaveni,
Kantha, Phoenix, Heti and
Grace in February 2004 as a discus-
sion and action forum for Tamil
Aurovilian women. I met with several
members of the group, two of whom
have recently been on a three-day trip
to Bangalore to meet another
women’s group called ‘Vimochana’.
This group is one of the biggest orga-
nizations for women in India; they
take care of women from Bangalore
and the surroundings. I interviewed
Stella, a new but self-confident and
charming member of the group, and
Angama, who was shy and needed
encouragement from the others. The
others present there were Amutha, a
very young member of 18 years,
Vishva with her two children, and of
course Grace, their “akka” (big sis-
ter), who is a dynamic force in the
women’s group.

Auroville Today: What experiences
did you have in your discussion with
the women’s group organization in
Bangalore?

Grace: “Many Tamil women in
Auroville are living in a cocoon. It is
magazines and newspapers only that

From left to right: Amutha, Stella, Angama, Grace

show us all the problems faced by
women in society (outside Auroville).
We went to Bangalore to see how
they try to solve these problems. We
just listened to learn more. Some of
them spoke about the issue of having
female babies. There are people who
kill babies because of their sex! In
Auroville these kinds of problems do
not exist. Outside, there are many
women who on knowing that their
foetus is female, decide to go for an
abortion. I come from a place outside
of Auroville, so I know these prob-
lems exist, not only from the maga-
zines. But talking to these women was
a new experience for us.”
What are the differences between the
problems of the women’s group
Vimochana and the Mirra Women’s
Group?

Grace: “Around Auroville there is
a different awareness and that is what
we also said to the women in
Bangalore. They couldn’t believe that
we have such freedom, that we can
meet with other women, and also
work and go out. But drinking is also
a problem in Auroville. A lot of fami-
lies suffer from their drinking men.
For example, one Aurovillian woman
phoned me and asked me what she

should do: her two children were suf-
fering badly from their alcoholic
father. So I advised her to put the chil-
dren into New Creation Boarding
School and to try to find a job, in
order to get out of the situation. These
kinds- of problems exist also in
Bangalore and so we could share
experiences.”

What are future projects of your
group in Auroville?

Grace: “We can say that problems
will be present all the time and every-
where, so we will always have a lot of
work to do. But Auroville means
something new. I believe that in the
future women will study the spiritual
teachings of The Mother and Sri
Aurobindo. Then a lot of problems
will be solved. This is my dream.”

In an interview with Auroville Today
last year you said you wished to have
a Women’s Centre in Auroville. How
realistic is this?

Grace: “In March we raised funds
and on March 6th our group celebrat-
ed Women’s Day at Kalabhumi.
Many of the men and children helped
us, they took care of the stands serv-
ing tea, coffee, dosa and vadai. We

made a profit of 1500 Rs. We still
have the idea to establish a Women’s
Centre. We need a place of joy. Our
women always want to learn more.
Now we are learning tailoring, paint-
ing, singing classical songs and danc-
ing. We teach each other a lot of
things. Besides, some women want to
learn computer skills. Many of the
women paint well and sell their paint-
ings, or they tailor and make their
own clothes and bags. They are proud
of their work and they come out of
their oppressive background. The
group always works together like a
team. If someone has an idea we dis-
cuss how we could work it out. Of
course there are problems sometimes,
but we want nobody to be excluded
from our discussions, so we try to
make compromises.”

Stella, what are your expectations?
Stella: “I am new in the group, but
I know the members already for quite
some time. In my opinion the most
important thing is to have a perma-
nent meeting place for us women.
We are not at this point now; and we
go from place to place for our meet-

" ings. If we had our own place to share

our problems and to talk about per-
sonal issues, we could be more

relaxed. Personally, I’'m very happy to
join this group, because 1 Ileft
Auroville fourteen years ago, 1 lived
in Europe for some time, but I always
had contact with Auroville. I think the
Women’s Group is also a really good
opportunity for women from villages
around Auroville who work here. In
this group they have a possibility to
share their problems. I'm so glad to
do this social work, I want to help
people and I like the work with
women and children. The Women’s
Group works very well.”

What are the common problems for
a Tamil woman in Auroville who
lives in both the worlds: the village
with its traditions, and Auroville with
its international lifestyle?

Grace: “The main problem for the
women in our group is the language,
to understand each other, and to
express themselves. They have to
learn and understand more to partici-

pate in the aims of Auroville. But they

often find a way to handle the conflict
between these totally different living
styles. They follow both worlds. They
speak Tamil and English or wear
sarees in the villages'and more mod-
ern clothes in Auroville. We want to

always learn more, but at the same
time we are also following Tamil tra-
ditions: we go to temples and have
traditional marriages. We are always
in contact with our tradition.”

What were your reasons for becom-
ing an Aurovilian?

Vishva: “I was born in Auroville,
so it was not my personal decision.
I'm very interested to know more
about the Mother and Sri Aurobindo.
Sometimes I join a Savitri reading at
Savitri Bhavan, which is every
Tuesday from 4 to 5 pm, and I want to
learn more about computers and other
languages. Tamil women normally
don’t have a computer in their houses.
You see, Tamil women just work in
places such as the Solar Kitchen, in
cooking etc. I wish that Tamil women
could also work in places like the
working committee or the APDC, but
that’s really rare. So it would be good
for us to have a place to learn.”

Amutha: “I’ve been staying in
Auroville since three and a half years.
I think we can move something here. I
read some books from the library
about the Mother and Sri Aurobindo,
and I believe they give us certain
guidelines. I like it here in Auroville.

Esther

My education is minimal. I studied
only up to eight standard. I want to
learn more, and then I can see how I
can be more useful for Auroville to
achieve its goal. I have had many
classes with Subash and in
Meenakshi’s School. That is how I
came to learn about the Mother and
Sri  Aurobindo. I'm proud of
Auroville, and I am happy to join this
group. Personally, my passion is to
write poems,”

Angama: “I came here in 1989. I
didn’t know  anything about
Auroville, but through my husband I
came to know something. At that time
it was easier to join Auroville; lunch
in the community was free and every-
body was eating together. Now every-
one is cooking separately. Before I
joined the group there was a lot of
tension in my life. It was always
cooking, washing, taking care of the
children, cleaning the house etc. I did
not have any time for myself or to do
anything else. Now, with the
Women’s Group, my life has changed

.and [ have fun.”

How would you describe a Tamil
Auwurovilian woman in a few words?
Stella: “Adjust, care, full of

charm.”

After the interview, I talked to
Phoenix, a German member of the
group. She shared her impressions
about the trip to Bangalore and the
work of the group: “The Bangalore
women have been working with trau-
matized women all over India for the
past 29 years. My collaboration with
Vimochana is for five years. They
work with women traumatized due to
violence in the families, sexual abuse,
physical abuse, dowry problems, or
being married to men who already
have another wife. There are also
Aurovilian women who suffer from
violence in their families, who suffer
because of a husband who has mar-
ried a second time, who suffer from
the drinking of their men. These are
problems of women all over the
world. A few weeks before, we had to
send a woman from a neighbouring
village to Vimochana because even in
Auroville there was no safe place for
her. She still is in Bangalore with
them and feels quite well and safe.

“This trip was a strong emotional
experience for our women. We had
organized a seminar in self-defense
skills in March last year where more
than forty women participated. Then,
on International Women’s Day, we
performed a circle dance when we
were charged with ‘fighting’ energy.
120 women came for meditative cir-
cle dances; it was a great success in a
happy and deeply-touching atmos-
phere.

“We still need some space in
Auroville, for programmes for
women, for a frank exchange amongst
women because without this women
will not find the courage to express
themselves and share their problems
with others.” g

Esther

Esther is an 18-year old student from
Germany who visited Auroville before
starting her studies in journalism.

In brief
Matrimandir on radio

All-India Radio broadcast a radio
programme on Matrimandir in
Tamil on March 26th. The 27 min-
utes programme contained inter-
views with Mahalingam,
Meenakshi, Varadharajan,
Lourdes, and Matrimandir workers.
Gajendra, Selvam and Somu.

Visit of Home
Ministry official

The Joint Secretary Foreign,
Ministry of Home Affairs, New
Delhi, visited Auroville together
with the Chief Immigration
Officer, Chennai, and other offi-
cials to discuss visa issues and the
image of Auroville outside.

Expulsions from
Auroville

A Review Committee, established
by the Auroville Council to look
into a case of abuse, has decided
that three Aurovilians have to
leave Auroville, two for a period of
two years and one for a period of
five years. Return to Auroville after
this period is conditional.

Eye disease slide show

The Aravind Eye Hospital gave a

slide show presentation at the
Town Hall on early recognition of

glaucoma and retinopathy in the

context of some severe eye-dis-

ease patients from Auroville.

NIFT design workshop
As part of the Auroville tsunami
relief work, Upasana Design
Studio organized a three-day
workshop with 100 design stu-
dents at the National Institute of
Fashion Technology, Chennai. The
aim of the workshop was to
explore creative ideas for develop-
ing handicraft products which can
be made by the women from fish-
ing communities.

House Tax :

The Funds  and  Assets
Management Committee has not
agreed to a suggestion that
Auroville applies for exemption
from paying House Tax. The
FAMC holds the view that paying
House Tax is an important and
beneficial  contribution  from
Auroville to the surrounding vil-
lages as the village panchayats
receive subsidies from the govern-
ment based on the amount of
House Tax collected.

New Pour Tous

As the opening date of the new
Pour Tous building next to the
Solar Kitchen approaches, discus-
sions are ongoing as it is felt that
the opportunity should be taken to
bring Auroville closer to its ideals
of providing more ‘in kind' services
to reach the ‘no exchange. of
money' ideal instead of opening
yet another supermarket. The-
group is still working on the policy
guidelines.

Pesticides

The Working Committee has
received many complaints about
the use of chemical pesticides on
cashew topes nearby Auroville
which badly affect many people. It
is looking into the legal aspects of
how to prevent pesticide use in
city areas.

Golconde furniture

Madhavi Ravela of the Mirabelle
Corporation, having rediscovered
the beauty of the Golconde furni-
ture designed by late Georges

. Nakashima, is now manufacturing

reproductions. All profits from the
sale of the Golconde Furniture
Collection will be donated to the
Auroville Land Fund. Visit
(www.mirabelle.com),
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