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Evolving the Matrimandir gardens
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Mother once wrote that the Matrimandir gardens are as important as the Matrimandir itself. What is happening today?

wo years ago, after a long peri- -
I od of relative neglect, there was

a new impetus to manifest the
gardens. Today, according to Alain
‘Grandcolas, coordinator of the
Matrimandir gardens, “the designs and
the main technical difficulties for the
whole garden area have been solved,
two-thirds of the contouring is done,
and the pathways will be completed by
the end of 2006. Meanwhile, we’ve
embarked on the next stage: making
prototypes of the garden of Unity and
the twelve inner gardens.”

Some years -ago, Roger invited
Paulo to design the twelve inner gar-
dens on the basis of some specified
parameters. However, the collabora-
tion ended when Roger stated that
Paulo had not respected certain condi-
tions. Subsequently, Roger came up
with his own design. As this did not
meet with universal acclaim and Roger
himself was unsatisfied, he decided to
invite Aurovilians to come forward
with designs for individual gardens.
An interim group was created — the
Matrimandir  Gardens Reflection
Group — to draw up guidelines for the
gardens and to develop a process for
selecting the designs to 'be materi-
alised. The present parameters include
that the size, internal division and con-
 touring of the gardens are fixed, as are
‘the orientation and material of the
main pathways; the outer slope of each
garden should be covered in grass;
each garden design should include the
flower Mother specified for it
(although the designers are free to
include additional flowers and shrubs);
designers must be open to the perma-
nent evolution of garden designs; and
there should bé no trees in the twelve
gardens except on the outside edge
near the oval pathway, and here the
trees should not obscure the view of
the Matrimandir.

A number of Aurovilians have
reacted to the guideline restricting
trees. Kireet, an Aurovilian
with considerable experi-

. ence of gardening both in
Holland and in India,
wrote an open letter to
the community in
which he asked,

lake. Nevertheless in the
thirteenth garden — the
Garden of Unity — more.
than 50% of the pedestrian
area will be shaded by
trees, and in the Inner
Park, which represents
one-third of the
Matrimandir garden area,
there will be many trees.”

Different
conceptions

What we are touching
upon here are two totally
different conceptions of
gardens. Kireet, in one of
his open letters, refers
back to what Mother
wrote in the mid 1960s
when she said that the
‘Mother’s Pavilion’
would be surrounded by
tall trees, creepers, rock-
eries and small waterfalls.
Mother was particularly
appreciative of Japanese
gardens; in 1965 she noted
that the gardens around
‘The Mother’s Shrine’
would be similar to those
surrounding the Golden
Temple in Kyoto.

However, in January, 1972, Roger
presented to the Mother a new concept
for the gardens. In this model which
Mother, “says Alain, “liked very
much?”, there are no trees and the small
gardens seem little more than settings
for the focal point, the golden
Matrimandir. In other words, simplici-
ty has replaced natural (or artfully-
constructed) profusion and full visibil-
ity has supplanted the partial screening
and multitude of different perspectives
suggested by Mother’s earlier concep-
tion.

“Why are trees
unwanted in the
Matrimandir ~ gar-
dens? Seeing how hot
and sunny it is at this
time of the year it
doesn’t make sense to

- me, as a gardener, to
create gardens with-
out trees...Beautiful
trees, pruned in a
proper way, will give
the area a majestic
grandeur. Trees will not
degrade the beauty of
Matrimandir, they will
enhance it and beautify the
gardens as well.” He concluded,
“The Matrimandir gardens without
trees will be no gardens at all.” 4

Alain replies that, “The visibility
of Matrimandir is an essential part of
the design and lay-out. This is why the
gardens should not hide the forceful
presence of Matrimandir, nor the calm
and vast presence of the surrounding

SRy

says Alain, “as we consider that the
Mother has entrusted him with the
responsibility for the designs of the
Matrimandir.- We also believe that
simple gardens are a more effective
way of achieving what Mother wanted
the inner gardens to evoke. For the
gardens will not at all be like conven-
tional gardens where you come to sit
and walk and chat: the purpose is to
evoke specific states of consciousness
in those who pass through them. In this
sense, the gardens can be seen primari-
ly as a place of ini-
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Map of the Matrimandir oval area

The present group responsible for
the gardens “have embraced this con-
cept of Roger as a guiding principle of
garden design in the inner gardens,”

tiation for Matrimandir: they are
sacred and, like the Chamber, may
only be open to visitors one day a
week or once a day. The inner park,

A new type.ef landscape? Prototype plot in the Unity Garden

however, may be different, a place
where people can come and sit and
enjoy the shade of the larger trees
which will definitely be there.”

So what has been the response to

Roger’s invitation? “First of all,” says
Alain, “it is encouraging to note that
Narad, who was invited by the Mother
to work for the Matrimandir Gardens
and who founded the Matrimandir
Nursery, is back in action and works
closely with Roger and the gardens’
team. As for those Aurovilians who
are ‘professional’ landscapers or who
have an interest in garden design, with
the exception of one of them, who felt
that his concept of gardens was too
‘traditional’, all have expressed intet-
est. Four have already presented mod-
els, others are developing or have
developed concepts for the gardens
of Existence, Harmony, Wealth
and Progress. Soon the work will
begin on executing two proto-
types for the gardens of ‘Life’ and
‘Power’. Meanwhile Leonard, the
son of a long-term guest, has
completed a prototype for the gar-
den of Unity, while Nadja is
already finishing the prototype of
Bliss. We are also about to invite
people from outside Auroville to
submit designs. Roger and Paulo,
by the way, though invited have
‘not submitted new designs.”

The process of getting a
design agreed is a fairly rigorous
one. Apart from respecting the

specific parameters and guide-
lines, garden designers have to sub-
mit a detailed plan and a model of their
garden to the Garden Reflection
Group. If the Group gives the green
light, the designer will then be allocat-
ed funding to create on site a full-size
prototype of the garden using low-cost
materials: this must include the flow-
ers, mock-ups of structures and sam-
ples of the final materials to be used.
“The final decision will be taken by a
panel,” explains Alain. “At present,

the Garden Reflection Group is dis-
cussing how this panel will be select-
ed.” Is Roger a member of the Garden
Reflection Group? “Yes, but he has
said he will not be on the future panel,
he will only advise on request.”

The Prototypes

Nadja came to Auroville eight
years ago. Looking back, she feels that
most of this period was, unknowingly,
a preparation for her present involve-
ment in the Matrimandir . gardens.
There was, for example, her work in
the Forecomers nursery, her healing
work and her experience of arranging
the flowers in the Solar Kitchen. “For
more than two years I had been feeling
a call to work in the gardens,” she
explains, “but only towards the end of
last year, after the politics around
Matrimandir had subsided and I felt
more confident in myself, did I feel the
time was right.”

From afar, all you can see of the
prototype of the garden of Bliss is a
dome-like  framework. As you
approach, you notice that the upper
half of the garden, from the cusp of the
small petal down to the dividing path,
looks like a fairly conventional garden,
with grass, benches and arrangements
of shrubs and flowers. The larger outer
part of the garden is striking, however.
Here the earth is bare and a broad spi-
ral path sweeps round to the entrance
of an 18 metre diameter dome. When
the excavation is complete you will
step down as if into the womb of the
earth. A short distance from the dome

there is a shallow depression and a cir-
cular platform made of wood.

“I needed to find out what wanted
to be here, to manifest on this spot. I
didn’t want to impose anything,” says
Nadja. “For the path I kept asking the
land, ‘Where do you want us to
walk?’” Many of the elements of her
prototype garden also came through
meditation. .
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EconOmY

Social Venture: A new approach to promoting

businesses in Auroville

Chandresh Patel shares his ideas to infuse vitality into Auroville’'s

economy

“The lack of monetary
resources has created a clamour
Jrom every facet of our growing
city. Severe shortages of money in
all units and departments now beg
our attention. What money repre-
sents we have failed to engage.
Shrinking from the money-power
has producea‘ a shr mkage of
resources.

he author is Chandresh Patel,
I a Silicon Valley entrepre-
neur, who is a friend of
Auroville and a board member of
both  Auroville  International
US.A., and Auroville
International. For the past 8 years,
he has been passionately involved
in fund-raising for Auroville, often
employing American ingenuity and
enterprise. He has also been quietly
supporting new start-ups and pro-
jects in Auroville using his own
personal resources. Now he feels it
is time to move on towards more
organized and grander collective
ventures to promote Auroville’s
economy.

“The idea is to come up with a
venture pool to promote new busi-
ness units in Auroville,” said
Chandresh on his recent visit to
Auroville in July. He strongly
believes that raising money through
venture capital is the way to go for
Auroville. The phenomenon of ven-
ture capital developed in the United
States of America as a means of
financing start-ups and early stage
businesses, usually of a technologi-
cally innovative nature. While ven-
ture investments generally carry
higher risk, they also offer the
potential for above-average returns
if they succeed. But in case a ven-
ture fails, then the entire invest-
ment has to be written off.

“For Auroville, I see ‘social
venture’, a form of venture capital,
as the possible model to follow,”
says Chandresh. “The concept is
similar to what venture capitalists
do in a capitalist system, but with-
out any expectation of a return to
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the investors. Because when a
return is expected, it becomes a
loan, and brings with it the burden
to pay it back. And this can dampen
creativity, exploration and innova-
tion. If there is interest involved
with - the loan, the situation is
worse!

“Instead, social venture is
rewarding in that when the venture
succeeds, a percentage of the prof-
its has to be put back into a venture
pool fund for promoting newer
businesses. It is a kind of golden
handcuff!” For Chandresh, this new
business development model in
Auroville will create a positive
atmosphere that encourages entre-
preneurs to be bold, come up with
new ideas, and explore their full
potential without the accompanying
encumbrances. He clarifies that the
selection of these potential busi-
nesses will be rigorous and made
by a panel of individuals well
aware of the ground realities that
exist in Auroville and the knowl-
edge of what will and will not work
here.”

“The idea is to support 2-3 new
Auroville business units each year,
work with them, help them develop
a good business plan, do risk
assessment, market analysis, and
really support them in all ways. The
hope is that these businesses would
be ‘cash-flow positive’ by the end
of the third year and profitable by
the fourth or fifth years.

“In the real world, less than
15% of ventures succeed,” he adds,

“so the risk has to be assessed well.
If it does succeed, it becomes a
win-win  situation for  all.”
Chandresh says that the net profit
would be split in three ways — a
third going back into the unit for
expansion and research, another
supporting the Central Fund for
services and infrastructure, and the
last third returning back to the ven-
ture fund pool for supporting
upcoming units.

The kinds of businesses that
Chandresh is keen on promoting

-with  the

are technology related,
where his own back-
ground and interests lie.
“If Auroville can get
into technology, then it
can get really interest-
ing, and the next gener-
ation of young -
Aurovilians can take it
further.” He shares an
idea that has been brew-
ing in his head for a
while. “Telemedicine
and Tele-education are
just coming in, and
these technologies are
still in the research
phase so Auroville can

get into it, we’ll be right
on time!”

While these dreams are grand
and await manifestation, Chandresh
has been testing ideas on a more
personal and less grand scale.
Using the same model of ‘social
venture’, he has provided financial
backing for a few Auroville busi-
ness start-ups. In 1999, he got
involved with Avitra, Auroville’s
translation unit, with Michael and
Lloyd. “I promised them that I
would support them for 3 years, but
it extended to a year more. Now for
the past 1 % years, Avitra has been
self-supportive. It is established,
people know about it, and it pro-
vides employment to about 17-18
translators.” For Chandresh, this is
most gratifying. “And recently they
have even started putting money
back into the venture pool.” Even
formal ties over,
Chandresh continues to maintain
contact with Avitra, offering ideas
and suggestions for improvement.

However another venture that
has not been as successful is
Guruamps, an Auroville unit set up
by Roy Chavat for creating highly
specialized electronic amplifiers
for guitars. “The idea is fantastic,
but for all kinds of reasons it hasn’t
worked out.” Chandresh has not
given up hope. He shares how
every step of the way has been dif-

ficult and frustrating;
legal issues, permits, customs
clearance. “Both Roy and I have
put tremendous effort into it, but
Guruamps has not worked out —
yet.” This experience, so different
from Avitra, has made Chandresh
realize the need for a larger umbrel-
la unit that would support all other
business units in Auroville. “This
would be a business unit just offer-
ing support and help. It will know
all the ins-and-outs of issues any

business has to deal with in India.

In addition, it can also offer ser-
vices such as centralized account-
ing system, administrative assis-
tance, and the other day-to-day ser-
vices that individual units currently
need, so that they are free to do the
more creative and demanding
issues that the business requires.”
Chandresh’s latest project is
Avipro. “It is an affiliate of Avitra
for self-publishing and editing over
the net so that anyone can make
professional publications or docu-
ments.” Once again, a rigorous
three year business plan has been
drawn up. “It is not one of those
things I"d support if we were start-
ing something formal; this is more
my own personal thing,” says
Chandresh. Avipro’s first project is
an anthology of poetry from poets
who are drawn by Integral Yoga.

licenses, .

Chandresh himself has contributed
a collection of his own poems. “If
nothing else, my dream of publish-
ing my poetry will come true! But

-it may be that the editors will not

select any of my poems as they may
not qualify. That’s also fine, helps
iron out the personal ego.” he says
with a grin.

Why Auroville? What makes
Chandresh Patel, a graduate of the
Ashram School (1979 batch) so
passionate about this city and its
cause? “Auroville is a natural
extension of what I am doing — the
work for The Mother. One of Sri
Aurobindo’s dreams is the ideal of
Human Unity. So if one wants to do
the Divine’s work and be part of
evolution, I believe that there is no
better project than Auroville.”

A dreamer and doer,
Chandresh’s optimism and enthusi-
asm are infectious. On September
18th if you are in Maui, Hawaii,
you will find him pounding 26.2
miles across the scenic highway by
the Pacific, running the Maui
marathon — once again fund-raising
for Auroville. “This time the cause
is education!”

Priya Sundaravalli

Mapping the Divine Manifestation

Last year there was a discussion in AVI-Netherlands about a Dutch pavilion. Jan Lohman wondered if it was possible to think
about such a pavilion as long as it is not clear what the International Zone should be. Here are some of his musings on the topic.

he Mother said that all coun-

I tries should be representing

features of their country in

the International Zone. But as the

soul of the country is more impor-

tant than the actual political unit,

she insisted that we have to under-
stand the country’s soul.

When I try to find the soul of
my country, I discern at least two
levels: one, more exterior, that is
characteristic of the Dutch mind,
and one underlying level that we
have in common with surrounding
countries. On that deeper level I
am aware of being part of a greater
cultural zone which I shall call the
Western European culture. That
culture was formed after the fall of
the Raman Empire, after the inva-
sion of all those Germanic people
from the Far East: Franks,
Alemans, Vandals, Goths and
Visigoths, Huns, Longobards etc.
All these people had to be bound
together into one empire, with one
religion, and that religion was
Christianity.

These people had one thing in
common: they were earthbound,
more interested in terrestrial and
material things than in spirituality.
This disposition has greatly influ-
enced Western Christianity, which
has been dubbed the
‘Germanisation of Christendom’.
In this they were different from
Christians in the Levant from
where this religion came, and even
more different from other eastern
people like the Indians.

Seeing this I began to wonder if
it was the intention of the divine
spirit in his manifestation to create
great cultural blocks, each with its
own interest and particularity that
it had to work out in order to pre-
pare this world for the divine
descent. In other words, as white
light, falling on a prism, is broken
up into different colors each with
its own vibration, so perhaps the
divine will to manifest evoked, in
the different races around the
world, the will to work out one par-
ticular facet of the Divine. Thus, in

the course of history, blocks of dif-
ferent cultures were created around
the globe: there was India, with its
emphasis on the development of
spirituality, Western Europe with
its development of matter, Egypt
with its focus on the occult; Greece
on the development of mind, etc. It
would be interesting to research
this in detail and to make a map of
the actual divine manifestation.
This map would look very different
from the political map of the
world. For example, the USA and
Canada would be part of the
Western European culture. If
America as a whole were to be rep-
resented, then it would be rather by
the cultures of the American
Indians and the pre-Columbus cul-
tures of the Aztecs, Mayas and
Incas.

This map could lead to better
understanding and international
cooperation as the feeling of being
part of a worldwide movement will
improve human understanding.
This will also encourage those peo-

ples who have lost touch with their
original cultures to rediscover it. It
is also logical that the International
Zone be organized according to
this map of the divine manifesta-
tion, although what will be repre-
sented in the first place will be
one’s own country, the country by
which one is formed. So, national
pavilions will continue to be very
useful.

Every culture has also its shad-
ow side. This becomes evident as
soon as it is separated from the
total divine manifestation, but it is
also necessary to intensify the con-
centration on its particularity.
India, for example, neglected the
material life so much that it came

to be regarded as an illusion;

Western Europe was so immersed
in matter that God, soul and spirit
faded from its consciousness and
were looked upon as fantasies of
the mind.

But even if this regression is an
indispensable phase in the prepara-
tion for the divine manifestation, in

the end the dark side must be
healed. The shadow will disappear
as soon as the link with the overall
view of the divine manifestation
has been reestablished. The many
will become One again, the ‘White
light will be restored’.

This can best be done in
Auroville, as it is the place created
by the Mother for trying to mani-
fest human unity. While cultures
can be studied anywhere in the
world, Auroville is the place des-
tined to unite people within a
greater context and thus be instru-
mental in the formation of an actu-
al human unity. This perspective
helps us understand those points
from Auroville’s Charter -
‘Auroville belongs to humanity as
a whole’ and ‘Auroville wants to
be the bridge between the past and
the future’ — in a more profound
way, and helps us recognize that
Auroville will truly be the city the
:arth needs.

i Jan Lohman
(AVI The Netherlands)
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Evolving the Matrimandir gardens

continued from page 1

“l saw the dome, for
example, as a kind of solidi-
fied gas: the flowers and the
leaves came through it but it
was somehow waterproof,
closed. The ground all around
it was sparkling like dia-
monds. The materials in these
visions were futuristic — they .
don’t yet exist on earth — so
the challenge is to translate
them into what is available. In
one very strong meditation, I
found myself inside the dome.
I was wondering about some
dimensions and 1 started’
receiving very specific mea-
surements, like 4.27 and
13:51. ]

Later, when we were
working with the computer, it
turned out that these figures
gave a diameter of exactly 18
metres for the dome. So I
knew it was right, that it fit-
ted.”

* As to the symbolism of
the dome and the nearby shal-
low bowl in the ground: “I
felt that bliss is both some-
thing that you receive from
above — the bowl is there to receive it
and the dome has an opening to the
sky in the centre — but, as Sri
Aurobindo wrote, it’s also something
that you can find deep inside your-
self, and this is why, after walking the
spiral path, you enter the dome and
go down into the earth. The only
flower Mother gave for this garden is
the hibiscus she named ‘Ananda’, and
she described this quality as being
calm and sweet in its truly simple
austerity. That word ‘austerity’
changed my whole conception of
bliss. It’s not vital, dramatic — this
tlower is quiet, unassuming, it needs
empty space and simple surround-
ings.”

On the outer framing ‘wave’ of
the garden there are three small trees
and some benches. “In the final
design the trees will be bigger to give
shade: after working full mornings
here in the full sun I’'m very aware of
the need for shade. For sure, more
trees will come in the gardens but this
will come through collaboration not
through conflict, not through people
confronting Roger. In fact, the first
message [ got when I began this work
was that this is a work of collabora-
tion, and I feel that part of my role
here is to build bridges between peo-
ple with differing perceptions.”
“Regarding the gardens, all of us,
including Roger, have evolved quite a

Prototype of the Garden of Bliss

lot,” adds Alain.

“My dream for Bliss,” concludes
Nadja, “is to have a team of 6-8 peo-
ple who try to go as high as possible
to contact the concept for the garden
which, I believe, comes from a higher
plane and is waiting to descend.”

The prototype of Bliss will be fin- -

ished soon. Meanwhile in the garden
of Unity — which is situated between
the Banyan and the Matrimandir
offices — one of the six designated
plots already hosts a completed proto-
type. Here, pots of ‘Spiritual Speech’
surround a low marble shelf and eight
seats. At the centre will be a small
shade tree. A nearby sign explains

* that this is an experiment in a ‘new

type of landscape’. “Leonard’s con-
cept for the Garden of Unity is totally
in the exploration stage,” explains
Alain.

What about the lake or water
channel which will surround the
oval? Have any decisions been taken
as yet? “No,” says Alain, “in any
case, whatever the final decision it
will not affect the design of the gar-
dens. My hope,” he coricludes, “is to
have the whole of the oval — the
Matrimandir, the meditation rooms,
the amphitheatre, the pathways, the
inner gardens and the inner Park —
finished by February, 2007. If, by that
time, there is still no concept for some
of the gardens, we will cover those

plots with grass, sand or stone while
they await their final form. For many
of us feel that when the final shape is
there, even if all the details are not
completed, it will call something
from above.”

What role for the larger
community?

What does the larger community
feel about what is happening right
now in the Matrimandir gardens?
There seems to be widespread sup-
port for the fact that, at last, some-
thing is being manifested. As to the
actual designs, when Paulo and Roger
presented their differing concepts for
the twelve gardens some time ago,
they generated considerable, often
heated, discussion. Now that the gar-
dens have been given over to individ-
ual designers, there’s more a sense of
‘wait and see’.

Certain unclarities remain, how-
ever. One is the role of the larger
community, if any. At present, the
Gardens Reflection Group envisages
that the final decision regarding the
design of the gardens will be taken by
a yet-to-be-constituted panel. The
Gardens Reflection Group has been
constituted by Alain on the basis of
“those Aurovilians interested by the
gardens and with whom Roger feels
comfortable”. It seems likely that the
panel will reflect the same orienta-

The new amphitheatre next to the Unity Garden

tion. This is only natural for those
Aurovilians who believe, based on
certain statements of the Mother, that
Roger should be the final (or, at least,

most influential) arbiter of the gar- -

dens’ design. Other Aurovilians dis-
agree. They point out that the original
design of the gardens has evolved
over the years, that Roger himself, by
handing over responsibility for the
design (albeit temporarily) to Paulo
had admitted that the gardens were
not his strong-point, and that it is time
that the community as a whole has
more of a say in deciding the setting
for its “soul’. i

These represent old tensiors in -

the community which have merely
been transplanted to a new setting: as
ever, Matrimandir is a remorseless
lens, throwing into sharp focus our
unresolved issues regarding authori-
ty, the interpretation of Mother’s
vision, even the nature of the ‘new’
spirituality. What exacerbates these
tensions at present, however, is a lack
of information regarding exactly what
is manifesting on site, and why.
Recently, Aurovilians  visiting
Matrimandir have noticed a construc-
tion coming up near the Garden of
Unity. “It’s a small amphitheatre,”
explains Alain. “Roger designed it. It
will seat 300 people and is intended
for. small, intimate gatherings.”
Exactly why this could not have been
reported in the News and
Notes or on the AVNet is
unclear, but it adds to a suspi-
cion that the larger communi-
ty is viewed by the executing
group as an obstacle rather
than as a possible source of
creative input in the manifes-
tation of the Matrimandir gar-
dens. While there may be
some reason for the executing
group’s stance — the commu-
nity has often proved itself
incapable of charting a clear
and intelligent course — the
net effect of the present situa-
tion is that everybody
involved becomes locked in
self-reinforcing positions: as
the walls go up, the shouts
from without grow louder
which, in turn, push the walls
even higher.

Perhaps it is this negative
spiral of mutual distrust,
rather than any issue of indi-
vidual design, which is the
real challenge we have to sur-
mount if Matrimandir is final-
ly to be a living symbol of
human unity.

Alan

In brief

New

The Ministry of Human Resource
Development has appointed the
Finance Officer of the Auroville
Foundation, Mr. Srinivasamurthy, as
Acting Secretary with effect of July 7,
2005. This appointment implied the
effective termination of the term of
office of Secretary Mr. S.R. Sharma.

Organic Cashews

The No More Pesticides Team
reported a 281 % increase in the har-
vest of organically grown cashews.
While in 2002 the harvest was 160
kilos of raw cashews from one acre —
30% less than the average harvest in
Tamil Nadu in 2000 (224kg) — the
yield increased in the following years
to 320kg and 310 kg in 2003 and
2004, and to 450 kg in 2005. The
team found that neem oil was the
most effective pest control and ver-
micompost and natural compost
improved the soil. Mulching and
pruning were also employed. Out of
74 trees, 14 were lost due to root-
and stem-borer activity.

Pour Tous

The new Pour Tous, soon to be
opened near the Solar Kitchen, will
probably function differently from
the Pour Tous store in Aspiration. At
the request of the Funds and Assets
Management Committee, a small
group of people have reflected on
how it could become an instrument
to implement the economy envis-
aged by The Mother. They envisage
that the new Pour Tous become a
distribution centre, providing basic
food as well as household and per-
sonal hygiene requirements to
Aurovilians and Newcomers. The
maintenances of those who partici-
pate in the new Pour Tous would no
longer be credited on their accounts
but would be given directly in the
form of food and sundry articles.
Community eating spaces offering a
variety of diets would also be an
integral part of this new system.

Rapid Fat Loss Plan
The Solar Café organised a two-
week Rapid Fat Loss diet course.
Fresh vegetables formed the basis of
the diet. Also included were brown
rice, fruit juice, milk and dairy prod-
ucts, together with meat and poul-
try. The fat-burmer programme
proved very popular, with no less
than 16 people signing up.

Medical camp and
film screening

On the occasion of the Dalai Lama's
70th Birthday the Tibetan Medical
and Astro Institute conducted a two-
day medical camp in Auroville at the
Pavilion of Tibetan Culture. A film on
Sowa Rigpa, the Tibetan system of
medicine, was also screened. -

Cell phone tower
withdravwn

A cell phone company, having been
refused permission to erect a 42-
meter-high tower in Auroville, start-
ed building the foundations of the
tower on privately-owned land close
to the Matrimandir.  Many
Aurovilians protested peacefully at
the site and work has stopped.

Paver blocks

The Aurovile Planning and
Development Council (APDC) has
requested all drivers to adhere to a
speed limit of 30 km/hr. in view of
the dust on our roads. The APDC
also approved an experiment by the
Road Service with so-called Paver
Blocks near the Matrimandir visitors'
entrance.

Passing

Italian long-time resident Silvio
Patrian passed away due to heart
failure on Sunday May 29th. He was
48 years old. He is buried in
Adventure.
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The land acquisition
controversy

On June 23rd, concerned villagers blockaded a highway road and circu-
lated misleading pamphlets about Auroville to the public in protest

against compulsory land acquisition proceedings.

ed Secretary of the Auroville
Foundation, Mr. S.R. Sharma, a
retired I.A.S. officer, took office. One
of his first decisions was to immediate-
ly stop all land purchase, to the conster-
nation of many Aurovilians, and in par-

In August 2003, the newly appoiht—

ticular of the executives of Auroville’s .

Land and Estate Management (LEM).
For at that moment two major negotia-
tions had just been concluded and
awaited the Secretary’s signature. One
was the purchase of a large 50-acre plot
in the Green Belt, for which Auroville
had initiated an international fundrais-
ing campaign. Negotiations to obtain
this plot had been painfully long but
finally had met with success, and the
Governing Board of the Foundation
had given its conditional approval. The
other one was a key plot in Auroville’s
Industrial Zone which finally had
become available. But the Secretary
refused to sanction the purchases, as he
considered the time had come for a new
strategy for consolidating Auroville’s
land holdings instead of the present
piecemeal approach. He argued more-
over that the advance to be taken from
Auroville’s Central Fund to finance the
not yet fundraised amount required for
the purchase of the 50 acres would be
an unacceptable risk to the Auroville
Foundation. Arguments of the Working
Committee and LEM that the risk of
the advance was defensible in view of
projected income, and that prices were
reasonable in view of the prices paid for
land in the vicinity, were not heeded.
The Secretary was concerned about
the slow pace of land purchases and
increasing prices. Over the past 10
years, Auroville has only been able to
buy 200 acres in the city area and over
this period prices have increased by
550%. At the request of the Auroville
Planning and Development Council
(APDC) the Secretary presented in
December 2003 his views on land

acquisition to a joint meeting of mem-

bers of the main Auroville working
groups. He stated that it was necessary
to have a fresh look at land acquisition
for Auroville. More than 2,500 acres
are still to be bought. He questioned if
Auroville could afford to go through a
process lasting 40 or 70 years before it
could acquire all the land and stressed
his belief that The Mother would not
have wanted such a slow pace. He con-
cluded that land acquisition through
purchase is an unsuitable future strate-

gy and that, instead, the Auroville

Foundation should request the Tamil
Nadu - government to compulsory
acquire all the land required by
Auroville under the Land Acquisition
Act. The Tamil Nadu Government
should be asked to notify all these
lands, after which they could be
acquired in phases depending on
Auroville’s priorities and availability of
funds.

Land acquisition under the Land
Acquisition Act had become possible
as in January 2003 the Tamil Nadu
Government had issued a Government
Order that recognizes Auroville as a
project of public purpose, a prerequisite
for acquisition under the Act. The
Government Order also stipulates cer-
tain protective measures for those lands
in the planned Auroville Township area
that need to be acquired. The Secretary
stated that land notification would not
only ensure that all land required would
ultimately be owned by Auroville, but
would also put a stop to the present sit-
uation where land prices are deter-
mined by the seller. “This should be a
buyer’s market,” said the Secretary.
The meeting concluded with the
Secretary’s invitation to each of the
working groups to consider the matter.
He stated that “if Auroville is happy
with the way land purchase has pro-
ceeded so far, and wishes it to continue
in the same way, I will not object.”

The APDC investigated the matter
with two retired Tamil Nadu land

Preparing the plot in the Greenbelt
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acquisition specialists. They warned

that court proceedings against land-

acquisition are normal and that courts
have a tendency to allow for a higher
compensation than awarded by the
government.  Consequently, they
advised to purchase lands whenever
possible and use land acquisition only
for priority lands which cannot be
secured otherwise. Their views were
communicated to the Secretary. When
in August 2004 the Secretary indicated
that he wished to ask the government to
notify all lands, the APDC repeated its
preference for a “twin-track’ approach
and wrote to the Secretary: “The APDC
is in favour of land purchase whenever
possible. It admits that for certain key
areas [compulsory] acquisition may be
the only way to acquire them within a
reasonable period of time... If lands are
for sale at a reasonable rate, Auroville
should purchase these lands as soon as
possible and not resort to [compulsory]
acquisition.” The APDC expressed
concern at the threat of roadside lands
in the Green Belt being purchased by
outsiders or developed for commercial
purposes, and warned that a single
focus on lands within the city area
might be a dangerous policy. It also
proposed that the Auroville Foundation
inform the relevant Panchayats [village
councils] that land acquisition proceed-
ings are under consideration for speci-
fied lands and of the reasons thereof, so
that any problems with neighbours and
those affected may be kept to a strict
minimum. However, no action was
taken.

In early September 2004, the
Secretary requested the District
Collector to take steps to notify all pri-
vate lands (2,600 acres/1,053 hectares)
in the designated Auroville Township
area for acquisition. Subsequently the
District Collector requested the
Auroville Foundation to furnish all nec-
essary details, including a certificate for
availability of funds. The Secretary’s
request and his earlier decision to put
all land purchases on hold was dis-
cussed with Dr. Karan Singh, the newly
reappointed Chairman of the Auroville
Foundation, who visited Auroville a
few weeks later. Community represen-
tatives reiterated the desirability of the
so called ‘twin-track strategy’. These
views were consistently repeated in fur-
ther letters to the Chairman and the
Governing Board.

In December 2004, following a
request from the Secretary and
Working Committee, plans were
approved by the APDC to prioritize
land acquisition in phases. The APDC
proposed that 180 acres of critical road-
side land in the Green Belt be included
in the first phase as they are prone to
house plotting and commercial devel-
opments. But the Secretary decided to
focus on acquiring all lands within the
city area. His decision was afterwards —
reluctantly — agreed upon by the APDC
and Working Committee. In January
2005, the Secretary submitted the offi-
cial request to the District Collector for
initiating land acquisition proceedings
for the remaining 226 acres of private
lands in the city area.

The Secretary defended his actions
in the first meeting of the new
Governing Board in February 2005.
APDC  representatives, however,
replied that “The views and actions of
the Secretary have not been the subject
of a consensus among the Auroville
working groups concerned, nor in the
community at large.” Recalling that
concerns were expressed in a meeting
with Dr. Karan Singh in September
2004, the APDC reiterated the need for
the twin track policy and requested the

Secretary to review his position and

~ approve the purchase of land offered at

reasonable prices through direct negoti-
ation while simultaneously notification
for land acquisition is pursued with the
Tamil Nadu Government. In their sub-
sequent meeting with the residents of
Auroville on the roof of the Solar
Kitchen, the Chairman stated that the
Governing Board was considering the
option for compulsory land acquisition
but that the Board was also worried that
land purchase had been stopped.

The local landowners, during these
years, were becoming increasingly con-
cerned. LEM was no longer allowed to
purchase lands that were offered — and
land is normally only offered when the
owner is in dire need — and rumours
about compulsory land acquisition
intensified. The Secretary told them
that land acquisition is a fair process
which provides legal means to the
landowners to protect their interest and
that they should communicate their
concerns to him and to the Tamil Nadu
Government. The landowners left his
office frustrated. Meanwhile, the real

estate agent of the 50-acre plot in the

Green Belt purchased an adjacent piece
of 8 acres with access to the main road,
and bulldozed the area in preparation
for farmhouse plotting. Articles started
to appear in Tamil newspapers such as
the Malail Boomi of March 2005,
under the heading “Are Tamils being
expelled from their land to set up the
international township?” and calling on
all villagers to appeal to the Central and
State governments. As could be expect-
ed, this article contained a lot of invec-
tive against Auroville.

The villagers® frustration reached
its peak on June 19th. An all village
meeting was called at the eucalyptus
grove near Certitude. The agenda men-
tioned — falsely — that the people of 16
villages around Auroville would have
to vacate their villages and that 3,000
acres of lands would compulsorily b
acquired by Auroville. A vituperativ.
paper distributed at the meeting called
for a ban on all the activities of the

_ the Governing

Top: Gateway to a large plot in the
Rottom: Developme

Master Plan of Auroville.
Though this meeting was
only attended by 100 peo-
ple, the next action was a
road blockage near
Kootroad on Sunday June
26th. The police arrested
over 200 people for block-
ing the road. Tamil newspa-
pers like Malai Malar and
Dina Thanthi carried a
report on their front pages,
repeating some of the false
accusations against
Auroville in the process.
Auroville’s response to
the developments came
soon afterwards. A general
meeting was called on June
23rd in which Aurovilians
expressed their concerns:
opinions against and in
favour of land acquisition
were voiced. The meeting
decided that proper action
should be taken. A public
clarification regarding the
false rumours was to be
made. Proper background
information was to be pro-
vided containing both the
pros and cons of compulso-
ry acquisition. The

Working
Committee and the Auroville Council

were instructed to initiate meetings
with the Panchayats of the villages to
discuss their concerns.

While discussions are ongoing,
the community was informed that Mr.
Sharma ceased to be the Secretary of
the Auroville Foundation with effect
from July 7th, 2005. The Finance
Officer of the Auroville Foundation,
Mr. Srinivasamurthy, has been
appointed Acting Secretary and has
been instructed to call a meeting of
_ Board and
International Advisory Council of the
Foundation by the end of August. The
“nal decision on how to consolidate
ihe lands for Auroville may be made
in these meetings.
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