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Auroville

Six months ago we featured
‘Women of a changing
world'-Tamil Aurovilian women
who were coping with, and
often surmounting, the very
special challenges confronting
them. This month we profile
five Tamil Aurovilian men:
Dhanapal, Thillai Bhoomi,
Panneer and Kumar. None of
them seek the limelight, yet
most have been in Auroville
from almost the very beginning
and all of them are quietly per-
forming key tasks and uphold-
ing important values within the
community.

Like the women, the men are
poised between an ancient and
an emerging culture and sub-
ject to pressures from both.
Like the women, each has his
unique story to tell, each is
responding in his own way to
the challenges and opportuni-
ties of life in Auroville. “Don't
colour mein,” says one of them,
“don’t stereotype me". It's a
lesson we can all learn.

Constructing the city

A portralt of Dhanapal

Dhanapal in front of the Town Hall

ew people in Auroville have con-
structed more buildings than this
unassuming man. “Probably about
150,” he thinks, but it is clear that
Dhanapal hasn’t kept an exact tally. “At
present I have nearly finished the build-
ing of the collective housing complex,
Creativity, and the new Ilaignarkal

School buildings. I am busy with the
extension of the Village Action building

in Irumbai. The Multi-Media Centre is -

scheduled to be ready in February. Then I
am involved in the student hostel behind
the Town Hall. Next month I plan to start
a construction outside Auroville to see
how it is to work in that environment.”

“] realized this was my home”

A portrait of Thillai

Tnillai was bom in a small village
six kilometres north of Auroville.
“My childhood was not happy.
My mother and father quarrelled and my
father often ran away for long periods. At
first I was top of the class at school, but
gradually the family problems got to me
and I couldn’t concentrate so well on my
studies.” ,
Thillai’s first ambition was to join
the Indian Administrative Service (IAS).
As a first step towards this he obtained a
B.A. in History from a college in
Madras, “But as my father was not sup-
porting my mother and I was the only
son I realized I had to give up the IAS
idea — it would have meant many more
- years of training — and look for a job.”” He
heard that a sociology degree would lead
to good employment opportunities, so he
enrolled for an M.A. at Annamalai
University. Meanwhile he managed to
obtain a part-time job with All India
Radio, Pondicherry. “For two years I did
interviews and presented programmes on
family welfare. It was here that I devel-
oped my writing and editing skills.”
Having obtained his M.A. in
Sociology Thillai discovered that it did
not, after all, open many doors. He took a
number of unsatisfactory jobs before, in
1982, he met a poet who introduced him
to Meenakshi. “She was very interested
in me because I was a sociology graduate
from the local area and she and Bhavana
wanted to promote development in the
villages around Auroville” As they
lacked information, they asked him to
make a socio-economic survey of the

local villages. “Most of the questions
related to the villagers® socio-economic
status, but we also asked them about their
attitudes to Auroville. At that time people
were overwhelmingly positive, mainly
because Auroville was providing
employment but also because, compared
to village landlords and farmers,
Auroville employers were generous and
gave more freedom to their employees.
Yet very few villagers wanted to join
Auroville then. They didn’t really under-
stand the ideal and the culture was too
different from their own.”

While Thillai enjoyed working for
Co-Evolution (the forerunner of Village
Action) Auroville was going through a
difficult period. Among other things,

this meant that his salary was not .

always paid. He decided he had to look
for another job. Through a series of
‘miracles’ he was awarded the dealer-
ship of a petrol station but this didn’t
work out well: he was cheated by his
partners and ended up heavily in debt.
“It got to a point 'when my relatives
would run away when they saw me
coming because they were afraid I
would ask for a loan!” Meanwhile he
had married. So now he had a family as
well as his mother to support.

“It was then that I thought of
Auroville again. I’d been very inspired
by what I had seen while doing my sur-
vey and I thought it would be interesting
to find out more about how the villages
were changing under the influence of
Auroville. I sent Meenakshi a one page
summary of my idea. She liked it and

subsequently SAITER sanctioned a one
year study. I discovered that the villagers
who benefited most from Auroville were
the farmers who had sold their land at
premium prices, enabling them to buy
good land elsewhere or go into business,
and the many villagers who learned skills
through working in the community. Ona
broader level, I learned that the tradition-
al power groups in the villages had lost
influence and caste had become less of a
dividing factor. Today this is happening
everywhere, but it happened earlier in
this area due to Auroville’s influence.”
One day, after completing this
study, a friend took him to the Samadhi.
“I"d been there before, but this time it
was different. I felt a tremendous peace
inside: suddenly all my worries and trou-
bles meant nothing.” He began studying

* Sri Aurobindo and Mother. At the same

time he decided to commit himself more
fully to Auroville. He didn’t want to join
right away so he decided to look for
work in the community. Somehow, in
the midst of all his difficulties, he’d
managed to complete a B.Ed. degree
and now Andre agreed to take him on as
ateacher at New Creation.

“I liked the work very much. It was
everything — the students, the teachers,
the whole atmosphere — and I was
inspired very much by the principal ideal
of Auroville: to realize human unity and

peace. I realized I had a deep inner con- -

tact with this place and suddenly I
understood why, as a young barefoot vil-
lage boy, I'd been present at Auroville’s
inauguration in 1968. I'd been too

He grins. “Though I have now about 350
people working for my unit
Auronirmatha, I still have to refuse some
new projects.”

The story of how Dhanapal got into
the construction business starts when he
was about eight years old, son of one of
the headmen of Kuilapalayam village
and very curious about the developments
next door, where vellakara men and
women were beginning to build a city.
“That was in 1976,” he remembers.
“There was practically nothing, and peo-
ple who wanted to see the Matrimandir
construction site would often stop in the
village and ask for directions. For us kids
that was great, we would jump on the
hood of the car and tell them where to
go.” Contacts with Aurovilians were a
natural consequence, and that brought the
young Dhanapal to his first job as tambi
in Dana, planting trees and milking cows.
“They asked me to come and live in the
community, but my father did not like the
idea, so one of Dana’s gardeners would
pick me up and bring me back home
when the work was over. Soon after-
wards, Gerard asked me if I wanted to
join school. I said ‘yes!” and was admit-

ted to a school run by Gordon and Jeanin

Kottakarai and in Fraternity, together
with boys such as Selvaraj and Rathinam
and other Tamil Aurovilians. But
Kottakarai was a bit far away. Soon after-
wards, I joined Meenakshi’s evening
school and came to stay there in the hos-
tel. I must have become an Aurovilian at
the age of ten or so.

“Then 1 joined Last School in
Aspiration. It was a great time. I worked
for half days with Ruud,
Lakhsminarayan or André, and would be

at school for the other part of the day. But
after about 3 years, I stopped Last School.
I was more interested in working at
Matrimandir.”

He became a bar-bender and welder
and began living in the Matrimandir
Workers” Camp. While living in Camp

. he married a young Auroville girl,
Vijaya. “There was a lot of pressure from
the family. I was senior to her, rather fatat -
the time and could not believe it when
she said “yes’. But she did. She moved
into Camp with me. Because we were
young, we decided to wait before getting
children —even though the family did not
like that very much. Eight years later our
son Pradeep was bormn. Pradeep is the
Sanskrit word for ‘Light’ and we chose
that name because he brought light and
joy and happiness into our life.”” When
the Camp was razed to make place for the
extension of the Matrimandir gardens,
the family moved to Prayathna. Vijaya is
now working at Solar Kitchen. Says
Dhanapal, “We have decided that one of
us will work in an Auroville service.”

Like many other Tamil Aurovilians,
money was a problem. “My family
owned large plots of land, and they sold
much of it to Auroville. Sharnga is large-
ly built on land once owned by my father;
the land of Prayathna belonged to my
uncle. But the sales did not make us rich.
So around 1987, before my marriage, I
decided, like many others, to go to Saudi
Arabia and eam some moneyBut when [
got my passport doubts came up. Did I
really want to go outside? I decided I did
not, and instead started my own construc-
tion unit, benefiting from all I had leamed
at Matrimandir.”

continued on page 5
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Thillai next to the mgnboard of

young then to understand anything — I
remember only a big balloon floating
over the Banyan tree and all these
strange vellakarras (white-skinned peo-
ple) dressed in white — but now it all fell
into place. I realized this was my home,
that this would be my home for the rest
of my life.”

In 1997, scon after becoming ‘an
Aurovilian, Thillai became the represen-
tative for rural schools on the
Representatives Group. Soon afterwards
he joined the Executive Council. “It was
a very interesting experience. I always
felt able to express my point of view
although the others didn’t always agree
with me, for there were certain issues
where I was aware that I came from a dif-
ferent background from the rest.”

In this context, he mentions that join-
ing Auroville was difficult for his wife at
first. “People are so open and frank here,
it’s quite different from the culture out-
side. But slowly she learned to adapt, to
be . more tolerant.” Thillai’s wife,

urotraductions in four languages

Kalaiselvi, now works as a kindergarten
teacher in New Creation School.

The Council often appealed for feed-
back on specific issues from the larger
community. Thillai soon became aware
that very few Tamil Aurovilians partici-
pated in this or attended larger communi-
ty meetings. “I realized there were a
number of reasons for this. The General
Meeting process tends to be long and
drawn-out and often doesn’t have a clear
outcome. Most Tamil Aurovilians work
hard and don’t have the energy to attend
such meetings, but there is also the fact
that all the meetings are conducted in
English, and many Tamil Aurovilians
lack language and communication
skills.”

Today Thillai works for Auro-
Traductions, the main aim of which is to
make the four languages which Mother
specified should be taught in Last School
— Sanskrit, Tamil, French and English —
central to our community process.

continued on page 5
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The Future of

One of Aurovlile's long-term
objectives Is that the commu-
nity should become or tend to
become self-sufficlent In
food. At present we are far
from that. Why? A year-long
study of the Auroviile farms,
which has just been conclud-
ed, set out to discover some
of the answers.

The final component of the
study was a workshop at
which the farmers considered
the findings and set future
objectives. They Identifled a
common vision for the future
of farming In Auroville, name-

ly “a healthy and consclous .

farming system Integrated
with and providing food for
the community”, and they
Identified various goals for
Aurovillie's agriculture In order
to achleve efficiently-man-
aged and financlally viable
farms funded by the commu-
nity and outside Interested
parties. In this Issue we pre-
sent the main findings of the
assessment report, we speak
to one of the farmers who
wrote It, and we profile an
experiment In providing free
food for the community.

Auroville Farming

Conclusions from the farms assessment report

he survival of farming in
| Auroville depends on its ability

to serve the community.
Should we continue to invest in farms?
Is farming going to continue to make
an essential contribution to the vision
of Auroville, or will it become increas-
ingly marginalised in parallel with the
growth of the city? What is required is
a shift from a subsistence rural mental-
ity to a determined effort to produce a
surplus for the growing urban popula-
tion, using the best methods available
to us.

Is farming in Auroville viable? In
the opinion of the assessment team,
viability has three distinct aspects to
be taken into consideration namely:
economic, environmental and social
viability. Without taking into consid-
eration all three of these issues, long-
term sustainability will be brought into
question.

Regarding economic viability, a
shift is required from what is largely
welfare-funding to targeted start-up
funding, with the ultimate aim of self-
financing. External funding is still a
key resource for the survival of the
farms and is likely to be for the five
years to be covered by the strategic
plan: initially it is likely there will be
an increased need for substantial fund-
ing. This means that the farms in the
Auroville Farm Group are not yet eco-
nomically viable, although it should
be borne in mind that most of the
farms are still establishing themselves.
However, with increasing efficiency
and, in the longer-term, improved
quality and stabilized prices, there is
no reason why -this cannot be
achieved.

Environmental viability implies
the need for investment in terms of
resources and knowledge. This is not
an option. We owe it to ourselves and
our customers to farm in the most
environmentally-sensitive way possi-
ble. Whilst in the short term the twin
needs of profit and farming organical-
ly may seem opposed, in the long term
this is not so. In organic farming, the
focus needs to be on ensuring a posi-
tive fertility cycle in the soil, followed
by the efficient use of water. This is
potentially a win-win situation; if we
can improve the environment this will
allow for an increase in the organic

production of food and pave the way
for profitability.

In the opinion of the assessment
team, although significant progress
has been made, especially when com-
pared to ‘local farming practices, a
great deal more needs to be achieved
to reach the win-win situation outlined
above.

For the continued social viability
of farming in Auroville the continued
influx of people into the farming sec-
tor needs to be ensured. It should be
recognised that many of these are like-
ly to be Tamil, with fewer resources
accessible to them than their predeces-

sors. The AVFG should also continue
to strengthen the connections between
the community at large and the farm-
ers. This is arguably the greatest
strength of Auroville farms.

So, is farming in Auroville viable?
As things stand, probably not. This is
largely owing to an overdependence
on external funding, high prices and
relatively low output. However, by
investing in the environment and
building on the proven loyalty of the
customers through improving the
quantity and quality of produce and
setting realistic prices, there is no rea-
son why it cannot be a success story.

#®Newcomers or Aurovilians with
the appropriate skills and enthusiasm
need to be identified and actively
encouraged to take up farming and
related activities.

@ Appropriate financial structures
need to be established to support the
establishment and expansion of
farming in Auroville.

4 Testing of Auroville animal prod-
ucts in order to establish and
improve their quality is fundamental
if the high price of Auroville milk is
justifiable. :

#Most farms in the AVFG need to
give much greater emphasis to build-
ing soil fertility, in particular soil
organic matter, to see any substantial
increase in production.

# Water efficiency at both the micro-

substantially on most farms.

and macro-levels can be increased

Selected recommendations from the

#The AVFG urgently needs to dis-
cuss and agree upon a strategy for
reducing the current reliance on
unsustainable government electric
pumping subsidies.

#Priorities for research and advice
for the AVFG and individual farm-
ers needs to be identified and speci-
fied.

#1In order to create a fair situation
for the organic farmers and trans-
parency for consumers, the AVFG
needs to agree on: 1. a code of con-
duct for labelling; 2. standards for
local and / or ecological products; 3.
a relevant monitoring system.
¢Improved record keeping of pro-
duction both on-farm and for the
AVFG as a whole requires a com-
prehensive database and a commit-
ment from farmers to account for all
production.

assessment report

4 Another priority is the formation
of a consumers group that would
have regular meetings with the
farmers to agree on the needs for the
following period.

#Investments in AV farms should
be accompanied by a commitment
to greater production in the medium
to long term. This should in turn,
result in stabilising the price of pro-
_duce attempts to lower prices in line
with reduced costs of production.
#Improved record keeping and
documentation should be accompa-
nied by a more collective approach
to accessing external funding.

#A comprehensive five-year plan
for funding is needed. This should
be matched with a database of
potential donors and a long-term
commitment from the farmers to
become more self-reliant. -

From pioneers to providers?

conversation between John, who is a
member of the farms’ assessment team

and Brooks, a farmer who questions
some of the report’s main findings.

Brooks: What are the worst bottlenecks con-
straining the development of agriculture in
Auroville?

John: There are several. One constraint is
that yields on many farms are lower than we
believe they should be. Many crops should yield
more if given more nutrients and water. The
farmers’ present tendency to under-apply nutri-
ents and water means that soils remain hungry, so
we’re not seeing the continuous improvements in
productivity that we expected. Farmers have dif-
ficulty keeping their fertility up partly because
decomposition of organic matter in the soil hap-
pens rapidly in our conditions.

Agricultural development is also constrained
by the uncertainty and seasonal fluctuations in
demand for farm products.. This discourages
farmers from scaling-up production. The Solar
Kitchen has reduced this problem for some farm-
ers because it provides an assured and steady
demand. Farmers are also
under-funded. After looking at

primary purpose of farming in Auroville. There
are some farmers who believe that the purpose is
to cover costs. There are-others who are farming
to feed Aurovilians, and there are others who are
farming to regenerate the land. I feel that the
assessment report’s recommendations place more
emphasis on covering the farms’ costs than on the
other two objectives.

John: The assessment team went into this "

open-mindedly and responded to the priorities
that were ranked by the farmers. All farmers gave
a high priority to supplying food for the commu-
nity, but largely within the context of the market:
this reflects the reality. Farmers are struggling

and the response of the community is not, “OK,

let’s help you out.” Rather, the response is,
“What'’s wrong with you farmers? Why don’t you

.guys do your job properly?” And people buy their

food elsewhere. So farmers have to try to stay
afloat in the market as it is now, a market where
preference is given to consumer choice.

So, although we should be growing food for
Aurovilians we’ve got this situation that we’re
producing food that some people cannot afford.

" produce value-added expen-
-sive products because that’s

the funding that has gone into
the farms over time, I feel that
it would have been more effec-
tive if it had been better target-
ed. In other words, it would be
better if each year the needs of
one farm could be met more
fully rather than, as at present,
sharing the funding more or
less equally between ‘all the
farms: this creates dependency.
Finally, organic farming is
not easy. It is management-
intensive, demanding constant
attention from the farmer.
There is still much to learn
about how to successfully

develop and manage an organ-
ic farm in this environment.
Brooks: In my time in
Auroville, I’ve observed that there is disagree-
ment among the members of the AVFG about the
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Brooks in front of the Annapurna kolam

- There is a dilemma because if the farmers are dri-

ven by the need to make a profit or at least gener-

ate funds for their own invest-
ment then the temptation is to

where the profit is.

Brooks: 1 am sceptical
about the suggestion in the
report that Auroville’s farm-
ers will be able to pull them-
selves up by their profits.
Generating such profits seems
highly unlikely considering
the high costs of doing busi-
ness here, the often
unfavourable environment for

" farming, and the rather small

and largely low-budget con-
sumer base in Auroville. Is
competing in the market a realistic strategy for
Auroville’s agriculture?

John: If farming is to thrive in the present
environment then it can only come from the

efforts of the farmers themselves, both individual- -

ly and collectively. At present they supply only a
small proportion of Auroville’s food require-
ments, so there would seem to be scope to fill this
gap to everyone’s advantage. We were asked to
assess the viability of farming in Auroville and I
don’t think it would have been good enough to
say viability is dependent on increased subsidies
from the Central Fund, particularly given its pre-
sent parlous state. In our view, albeit with far
greater difficulty, viability can be achieved by a
mix of improved output, lower unit costs, better
management and a collective approach to market-
ing, growing and distribution. Initially, invest-
ment and hence funding will need to increase, but
the long-term aim has to be to reduce dependence
on external funding, the supply of which is ulti-
mately beyond the farms’ control. :

At the same time, there are various schemes
under discussion by the Economy Group. The
farmers would be only too pleased to participate
in any community-led scheme that enabled them
to provide food for the community. Meanwhile,
however, they have to pay the wages. If we pro-
duce a first class value-added product that we sell
to the market outside Auroville, this will enable

John at Discipline farm

Auroville’s farmers to provide less expensive
food within the township.

Brooks: 1 was surprised that the assessment
report devotes little attention to some of the alter-
native economic arrangements that are supporting
farms in Auroville, such as the subscription agri-
culture experiment in Buddha Garden and
Maroma’s free food experiment.

John: The free food experiment was not
mentioned because the farms were assessed
according to the priorities which the farmers iden-
tified. The free food arrangement was not some-
thing that the farmers could see being extended,
s0 it was not mentioned in the report.

Buddha Garden’s Community Supported
Agriculture arrangement has succeeded largely
because it runs on volunteer labour, but this
requires considerable planning and participation
by Priya Vincent. Such as it is, we didn’t regard it
as a suitable model for many farms. However,
Buddha Garden’s development of close links
with a group of consumers makes great sense.
Aurogreen has also developed such links by
direct marketing. The township is small and the
farms are scattered, so direct marketing from
farm to consumer is a system that is good for the
farms and good for the consumers. This is an
approach to marketing that other Auroville farms
should try to develop.

Edited by Brooks
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The free food experiment

aroma’s free food experi-
ment succeeds in acceler-
ating farm development

and food production in Auroville

In the mid-1990s production of
field crops (grains, legumes and
oilseeds) in Auroville remained far
below the township’s requirements:
Auroville’s farms provided only
approximately 2% of the rice con-
sumed in the township. Although
Auroville had abundant lands suit-
able for the cultivation of such
crops, output had stagnated for sev-
eral reasons — most of them eco-
nomic. Such stagnation was evident

at Annapurna Farm which reported-’

ly had been designated by Mother to
produce field crops for Auroville.
As of 1997, of its 135 acres only
two were producing rice and only
15 were growing other field crops.

Bringing Annapurna’s land into
production was a very slow process
because creating the infrastructure
and purchasing the equipment for
producing field crops is very costly.
The labour required is an additional
considerable expense. To make
matters worse, such crops are risky.
The harvest can be very disappoint-
ing if the weather is not particularly
favourable.

Tomas, the steward of
Annapurria, often found that his
production expenses exceeded the
crop’s market value. His production
expenses were high for several rea-
sons. First, the organic methods

~ used to maintain soil fertility and

control pests were more costly than
the methods used by chemically-
dependent farmers. Second,
Annapurna’s employees were paid
more than average farm labourers,
partly because Tomas wanted to
build a dedicated and motivated
team, and partly because he didn’t

EDUCATION

believe in exploiting the farm’s
employees. Third, unlike other
farms in Tamil Nadu, Annapurna
did not have free electricity. This
made irrigation far more costly than
on conventional farms.

Tomas’ predicament illustrates
the cost-price squeeze that all
Auroville’s farmers feel. In order to
recover their costs of production
Auroville’s farmers need to price
their crops at a high rate which

ment of field crop production
capacity on one or two Auroville
farms. Paul and Laura explained
that after some years of developing
such capacity these farms would be
expected to provide part of the sub-
sidized portion of the farms’ har-
vests free to Auroville. This became
known as the free food experiment.

Through discussion with the
Farm Group, Annapurna and
Siddhartha farms were selected for

makes such produce unaffordable
for Aurovilians subsisting on a min-
imum maintenance. Faced with lim-
ited demand the farmers lack both
the incentive as well as the means to
increase their area under produc-
tion.

In 1997 Paul and Laura, the.
executives of Maroma, recognized

that market forces were frustrating
Mother’s dream that Auroville
would grow much of its own food.
They offered to sponsor develop-

The Solar Kitchen is a main user of Auroville farm products

this experiment. Maroma invested
Rs. 20,000 (US$ 450) in each farm
every” month for a year, from
August 1997 to July 1998.. The
experiment was then reviewed and
extended for a second year. Both
farms used the investment in ways
that increased production. -

In March 2600, during the third
year of the experiment, the farms
each received a contribution of
Rs.1,00,000 (approx. US $2,200)
from Maroma-in addition to their

regular monthly appropriations. In
the spring of 2001, as the fourth
year of the experiment came to a
close, Paul and Laura suggested that
the farms should take the next step
in the experiment by supplying free
food to Auroville.

In 2002, 2003 and 2004, as the
acreage under field crops expanded,
deliveries of free food from the
farms to Solar Kitchen increased
steadily. This experiment, together
with the opening of the Solar
Kitchen, created the possibility for
all Aurovilians to eat grain grown in
Auroville.

The free food experiment’s suc-
cess in increasing field crop produc-
tion is largely due to the existence
of the Solar Kitchen, which created

a very large demand for Auroville--

grown grains. Angelika, the manag-
er of the Kitchen, doubts that the
Kitchen could afford to use as much
of Auroville’s field crops if the free
food subsidy did not exist. Tomas
feels that the free food experiment
has accelerated the development of
Auroville’s agriculture tremendous-
ly. It has demonstrated the possibili-
ty of rapidly increasing the produc-
tion of crops which our farmers
could not otherwise afford to grow
on a large-scale using environmen-
tally-responsible methods.
Annapurna’s experience illus-
trates the scale of investment
required to develop Auroville’s
farms (by August, 2004, Maroma
alone had invested US$ 92,000 in
the farms). There‘is no evidence to
suggest that such investment capital
could be generated in the form of
profit by the farms themselves, or
that such investment could ever be
repaid if taken as a loan from a
lending agency.
- Brooks

In brief

New International
Advisory Council

The Government of India has
nominated a new International
Advisory Council, replacing the

members which had been
appointed in May this year. The
new members are: A.T.

Ariyaratne, founder of the Sri
Lankan movement Sarvodaya
(meaning "Universal Awakening");
Marc Tully, who has been the
BBC's India Correspondent for 22
years and is co-author of the
books No Full Stops in India
(1991) and Heart of India (1996);
Diana L. Eck, Professor of
Comparative Religion and Indian
Studies at Harvard University,
USA and author of many books,
amongst which is Encountering
God: A Spiritual Journey from
Bozeman to Banaras and Darsan:
Seeing the Divine Image in India;
Doudou Dienne, Director for
Intercultural Affairs UNESCO and
United Nations Special
Rapporteur on contemporary -
forms of racism, racial discrimina-
tion, xenophobia and related
intolerance; and Marc Luyckx
Ghisi, former member of the
Forward Studies Unit of the
European Commission, Brussels,
(1990-99), active in futurology
research and Director of ‘Vision

2020, a think tank on the present

paradigm shift.

Continued violence

The Security Task Force has
expressed to the Working
Committee and Auroville Council
its concern about the continua-
tion of violence in the Auroville
area. Auroville's neighbors are
afraid, armed youths have been
seen roaming the fields and mem-
bership in gangs is said to be
increasing. Though no practical

solution can be offered, the need

The Open School Project

e don’t treat our new-
comers and guests
very well.” Aurora,
one of the first children born in
Auroville, knows what she is talking
about. She has been taking care of the
‘Welcome Group’ class in Transition
School for almost five years, teaching

e\

new children basic English and a few

other subjects, as part of the process
to get them settled in their new sur-
_roundings before they join their
future classrooms. For the last three
years she has been coordinating
admissions to Auroville schools,
receiving guests and pre-Newcomers
and listening to their difficulties in
getting to know Auroville.
“They all complain about closed
doors and how difficult it is to make

with children, the exploration of the
community becomes downright
impossible. Auroville has no facili-
ties to receive these children and the
schools and the sports ground are
closed to them. The children suffer
and some families, in exasperation,
‘have left.” :

To solve this issue, Aurora pro-
posed about 8 months ago to create
an Open School, a ‘welcome school’
for pre-Newcomer children and for
children of guests of Auroville. It
would have four classrooms: one for
the créche, two for the kindergarten
level and one for the mixed class of
primary school level. The créche and
kindergarten would offer activities
with English as medium. The primary
school would prepare children of pre-

“For guests and pre-
Newcomers the Open School
would be a godsend as their chil-
dren won’t lose out on their edu-
cation. For Auroville’s primary
schools, the Open School wouid
be a great help as it would pre-
pare the children for their future
integration  into  Auroville.
English is a foreign language for
many children and getting a child
into the classroom, especially a
non-English speaking child, asks
for a lot of individual attention
from the class teacher. As the
teachers are already facing a big
group of children of various national-
ities and cultural backgrounds in their
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_own classrooms, it helps if a new

child has been prepared by the Open

contact with Aurovilians,” says
Aurora. She explains how a pre-
Newcomer, a person who wishes
to join Auroville, is asked to be a
guest for the first three months.
During this time, the entry guide-
lines state that the guest is expect-
ed to explore the community by

“Open School will offer itself as a place

where children of guests, pre-

Newcomers and visiting family mem-
bers can come to learn, meet friends

and enjoy activities in a welcoming
atmosphere.”

School,” explains Aurora.

" But eight months after the
Open School idea was launched,
progress has been minimal. So far,
a site for the school has not been
located, and the reception of the
idea by the Auroville schools has
been unenthusiastic. “I thought at

‘observing and/or participating in
various activities’ and to ‘further
his/her exploration of the inner dis-
covery and the deeper meaning of
Auroville’. But these well-meaning

but rather grand words don’t take into

account that Aurovilians, in general,
are not really helpful in that explo-
ration. Once a person becomes a
Newcomer, he or she has the advan-
tage of being guided by their contact
_ person, an Aurovilian appointed by
the Entry Group to help the newcom-
er integrate into the community. “But
pre-Newcomers and guests are left to
themselves. And for those who come

Newcomers for their future schooling
in Auroville in coordination with the
Auroville schools. “Besides basic
English, the children would be
exposed to subjects like maths,
music, crafts and bodywork so that
they can integrate quickly once their
parents have been accepted as
Newcomers and a spot become avail-
able in an Auroville school.” Aurora
plans to meet the running costs of the
Open School, including the repay-
ment of the loan to build it, through
financial contributions from the
guest/pre-Newcomer parents.

first that a suitable location would
be nearby an existing primary
school,” says Aurora, “so that there
would be some collaboration. And if
the project fails, they would have
some more classrooms. But the
schools are adamant that there should
be no mixing of guest children with
Auroville children. The teachers are
already facing problems integrating
children of Newcomers, many of
whom are unprepared due to prob-
lems with language, cultural back-
ground and habits. I think they are
afraid that the process of integration
might become more difficult if chil-

Aurora

" dren of guests and pre-Newcomers

would freely interact with their chil-
dren.” Aurora has subsequently asked
for another plot of land but this too
has not been identified. “There
appears to be a lot of bureaucratic
confusion, each group waiting for the
other to make a decision, and the pro-
ject has been inordinately delayed. It
is very frustrating.”

The fact that schools do not wish
to deal with children of pre-
Newcomers and guests is the prime
motivation for starting the Open
School project. Says Aurora, “My
main concern is that Auroville has to
do better in the treatment it gives pre-
Newcomers and guests. The attitude
has to change from indifference to
one of welcome, especially to their
children.” Aurora is not alone in her
conviction. “There is support from
many individual Aurovilians and the
Entry Group for the Open School.
Auroville is growing and we need to
boldly face the need. I would say:
let’s trust and move forward!”

In conversation with Carel

for wider access to educational
opportunities,  especially  in
Kuilayapalayam is paramount.
Auroville has supported the
development of two schools in
this village, but there are still stu-
dents who are unable to afford
even the minimal fees. The Task
Force asked that schools be creat-
ed to address the needs of those
living in the lower strata of the vil-
lage to prevent dissatisfied and
uneducated  youth  turning
towards aggression and violence.

Regulations

The Auroville Council is preparing
Regulations for Entry and Exit and
a document on the various cate-
gories of people who can join
Auroville. ~ After  community
approval, these documents will be
submitted to the Governing
Board.

Matrimandir
gardens

Replying to a call to participate in
the creation of the Matrimandir
gardens made in January 2004,
some Aurovilians have presented
preliminary studies with plans and
models. These studies, exhibited
in the Matrimandir office, are
now being analysed.

SAIIER grant

SAIIER has ‘received a sanction
from the Government of India for

‘Rs 62 lakhs for the first instalment

of the SAIIER development Plan
2004-2005. There is no indication
if there will be a 2nd instalment.
The money has been allocated for
construction of the Information
Centre and the Student Hostel;
for materials and equipment; and
for activities and research. The
grant for teachers’ maintenance
has not yet been recieved.
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Main theme: Five Tamil Aurovilian men

Our man in Pondicherry

Bhoominathan runs the Auroville Boutique in Nehru Street

not referring to his age, for he

is only 40 years old, but to
the fact that he is one of the longest
serving business executives of
Auroville — and that he joined
Auroville when he was only six.
“Must have been 1970 or 1971,” he
muses. “An international scheol had
started in Auroville, and they wanted
a few boys from Kuilapalayam to
study together with the other students.
As my mother worked in Auroville
they asked if her kids wanted to join
and so my two younger sisters and I
got our first education — which lasted
till about 1975, when the school
stopped. Some of us — Selvaraj,
Rathinam, Hari — were very unhappy
about that. We decided to find our
own teachers and continue. After
doing this kind of schooling for some
three or four years we took the initia-
tive to restart our school in the Last
School compound. At the time the
school building Swagataham had
"been turned into a guesthouse. We
talked to the guesthouse manager,
who welcomed our idea and vacated
the place. And school started again.
The teachers followed.”

Bhoomi stopped school when he
was about 19 years old. He had started
to work a few hours a week assem-
bling computers in Aurelec and
Altecs. “Then I had a chance to go the

‘ ‘ I’m an old-timer.” Bhoomi is

USA, participating in the Peace Tree

programme. It was a great experience,
meeting lots of different students and
experiencing a completely different
country. When I came back I worked
at Pour Tous for’some time, and then
joined the Boutique d’Auroville in
Pondicherry. I started as a part-time
worker, but became its manager about
14 years ago.”

The Boutique d’Auroville, situat-

ed in the beginning of Nehru Street, is
a narrow shop. From its inception, the
shop was intended to sell products
from all Auroville units, which has
led to a rather cluttered display of arti-
cles. “It looks like a storeroom,” says
Bhoomi apologetically. “We should
have three times the present size to
properly display the products. But to
rent a good place in Pondicherry is
very expensive and our means are not
sufficient to buy one. But we need a
place which not only displays the
products, but also has a coffee shop
and a proper office where we can give
information on Auroville.” For pro-
viding information about Auroville is
the second important function of La
Boutique. “We get many people with
questions about Auroville. In my
experience, to do a good job you need
at least ten minutes to handle each
enquiry. It is time I often don’t have.”
Asked what type of questions come
up, Bhoomi replies that many deal
with the ‘what is?” and ‘where is?’
Auroville, but that increasingly ques-
tions have a malicious undertone, like
‘why are there so many foreigners in
that place?’, and about the social con-
duct of Aurovilians. “I can’t answer
all the questions,” says Bhoomi, “and
sometimes I have to duck and dodge
them, in particular if I feel that the
questioner is needlessly aggressive.
But it worries me that these types of
questions are being asked.”

In order to protect the brand
recognition of Auroville, Bhoomi is
also careful checking product quality
before it enters the Boutique. “We
cannot afford to lose our good name.
An inferior quality product from one
unit could affect the reputation of the
other products.” Asked why the
turnover of the Boutique is lower than
that of the Boutique in the Visitors’

Centre in Auroville,
Bhoomi points at the
large number of nearby
shops that sell compara-
ble products.
“Auroville’s  products
are good quality but
expensive. The Boutique
in  Auroville doesn’t
have that kind of sharp
competition.We depend
on the tourist seasons, so
this is actually a six-
months per year busi-
ness, the other six
months are a bit dull.
But we are doing well,
and are happy to be able
to contribute to
Auroville.”

His work in
Pondicherry makes it
virtually impossible for
Bhoomi to be active in a
permanent  Auroville
working group. “I was
involved in the Auroville Council and
the Entry Group, but the last five
years I had no time to participate in
permanent groups. I am only part of
an ad-hoc conflict resolution group
that tries to resolve a problem with
three Tamil Aurovilians accused of
embezzling money. But as soon as my
children become older, I would like to
join a permanent working group

* again.”

Bhoomi is married to Valarmathi,
a qualified nurse who works at the
Auroville Health Centre. Their two
children attend a school in
Pondicherry. “I would have preferred
them to go to an Auroville school, but
there was no place for my oldest son
when, some years ago, the
Mirramukhi school suddenly ceased
its activities. I took him to a school in

cide S ot

Bhoomi in the Boutique d'Auroville in Pondicherry

Pondicherry, and my second son auto-
matically followed. But this decision
would have been different if [ had my
work in Auroville.”

But the stationing in Pondicherry
is ideal for another activity, that of
organizing competitions for
Pondicherry and Auroville basketball
teams that lead up to the national bas-
ketball championship. “Pondicherry
has thirty teams, each consisting of 12
players; Auroville has eight, six men
and two women teams. They play
against each other. The best players
are selected to represent Pondicherry
in the national basketball champi-
onship. We have managed to include
a few Aurovilians in that team,” he
says proudly.

Asked about the relationship of
Tamil  Aurovilians to . other

A devoted worker at Matrimandir

Panneer, the man responsible for fixing and removing the discs @

walks over to the pictures

of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother, reverently places some
Aspiration flowers in the small vase
in front of them and concentrates. It
is 7.30 in the morning; the
Matrimandir site is still fresh and
undisturbed.

“I came to Auroville to do my
service for The Mother,” says
Panneer by way of introduction. He
is 29 years old, comes from a village
nearby Sanjeevinagar and is one of
those Tamil Aurovilians who prefer
to work instead of attending meet-
ings. As a consequence, he is not
‘well-known.” But perhaps he should
be. For this is the man responsible
for fixing all the golden discs on the
Matrimandir — and since the primer
for the waterproofing ‘Kemperol’
failed, also for taking them all down
again. And when the new primer and
the new Kemperol have been
applied, it is again Panneer who will
fix the discs back in place —all 1410
of them. -

A complicated job? “It is very
confusing!” says Panneer. “Each
disc is fixed at a distance of about
half a meter from the Matrimandir
by means of three struts of 10 mm
steel. These struts are screwed onto
the Matrimandir skin at three points.
These points form a triangle, but
none of these triangles are of the
same size. When I start to fix a disc,
I first take precise measurements.
Then I weld the rods roughly, and
we test if the disc fits. If there is no
gap between the struts and the
Matrimandir skin, and if the foot of
the strut follows the curve of the

4 ‘,Just a moment, please.” He
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skin, I do the final welding. And
then, when the disc is mounted, we
check if it is accurately in line with
the other discs in the same row and
around it. It is a slow and precise
work. And we were moving along
quite nicely fixing the discs when it
was decided to take all-of them down
so that the Kemperol could be
replaced. This means that I have to
keep very careful and detailed notes
of the position of each disc and of
each set of struts.” He shows the
storeroom where many struts are
waiting to be re-installed, each set
neatly tagged.

Panneer arrived in Auroville in
1992, when he was only 17 years
old. At the time he was working for
the Auroville construction unit
Atmarati as a metal worker. When
Atmarati started working for
Matrimandir, Panneer came along. “I
was not aware of Sri Aurobindo or
The Mother. I was looking at all
those foreigners and wondered what
they were doing here. It touched my
heart to see how dedicated they were
doing the work at the Matrimandir
and it raised my curiosity about The
Mother.” In 1995, he moved into
Auroville and started living in
Kottakarai farm. “I began reading
some words of The Mother, which I
liked very much. And I became
Aurovilian. When the Matrimandir
no longer needed Atmarati, I stayed
behind. I decided to give my life for
the work of The Mother. Earlier, I
had been thinking of opening a
workshop; now my life became dedi-
cated to manifesting the
Matrimandir.”

Panneer’s decision wasn’t under-

Aurovilians, Bhoomi says he
hasn’t experienced much of a
problem. “Only when I started
to build my house I met some
opposition. I had been living
in Aspiration for 15 or 20
years and was a bit tired of
community life. I got married
and wanted a family life. With
my own money and some I
had been able to save from the
Boutique I started building my
house and was suddenly con-
fronted with some community
members who argued that my
house and my plot were too
big. But they themselves were
living . in  similarly-sized
plots.” Bhoomi admits that his
lifestyle does attract envy of
people living in
Kuilapalayam. “The village
looks at us Tamil Aurovilians
in a different way even though
we come from the same vil-
lage. We lead a better life and
that causes resentment. They
expect us to help them, give
them a job. But our influence
in the village is not large. For
example, by ourselves we can-
not do much to solve the problems
that led to the recent murders.”

Talking about village politics -
Bhoomi reflects a moment on the
increase of politics in Auroville, such
as became evident when the manage-
ment of the Matrimandir changed
hands a year ago. “This is a very dis-
turbing development,” says Bhoomi.
“We need to get out of that. We can
no longer expect a leader to come for-
ward to tell us what we have to do.
Instead,” the manifestation of
Auroville’s vision is the responsibility
of each working group, each unit and
each Aurovilian on the basis of The
Mother’s guiding principles. We have
to work together, and solve our prob-
lems by meeting together. It’s the
only way to go forward.”

e

\ Carel

stood by his family.
He had to completely
break-off contact, a
drastic decision in
Indian social life.
“Even when one of
my sisters married, I
did not go. Now I
only go to . the
Matrimandir, start-
ing at 8 in the morn-
ing, leaving at 4.30. 1
have been doing that
now for the last five
years, without one
day’s break. A friend
asked me to come
visit him in England.
But first my job here

" has to be finished.”

Asked if he intends
to marry he smiles,
“I told myself that
first all the discs have to be fixed.”
And with a grin, “It is actually the
fault of the Kemperol primer that my
marriage will have to be postponed.”
Panneer lovingly demonstrating
the latest tool, a Gas Tungsten Arc
Welding machine. “It is incredibly
precise, and much faster than the
conventional arc welding.” Panneer
is still improving his skills to be able
to handle it. Every evening he cycles
to the nearby Mettupalayam
Industrial Estate of Pondicherry to
visit a company that manufactures
machine tools for export. “The facto-
ry manager gave me permission to
see how they their chief welder, a
man from Gujarat, does the work. I
look at what he is doing.” His self-
imposed learning benefits the
Matrimandir. Even a layman can see

Panneer in front of one of the Matrimandir discs

the difference between the welds
done with the old machine and the
new one.

When we walk to the site,
Panneer shows how the replacement
of the Kemperol proceeds in a
phased manner. “We don’t want a
‘naked’ Matrimandir, so we do it
quarter by quarter. I remove a sec-
tion of the discs, they remove the
layer of old Kemperol, sandblast the
skin, fix the new primer and
Kemperol, and then I reinstall the
discs.” Work is underway at the
Matrimandir’s lower hemisphere. “I
will also soon start installing discs
underneath the Matrimandir. But the
removal of discs from the top part
will only start when the new perma-
nent crane on top of the Matrimandir
is in place.” Will it be ready soon?

“That is a question I have been asked
many times,” answers Panneer. “I
am very interested to finish
Matrimandir and was really happy
when I heard people speaking about
Matrimandir being ready in 2 years.
But the problem is that this is not
possible. To remove all the discs,
replace the Kemperol and reinstall
the discs will in my estimate take
more than two years. And I am
speaking from experience.”

The time is 8.15 and work has
started. Panneer says goodbye, and
on turning begins an animated dis-
cussion with a member of his team
about removing the next row of
discs. ‘I love this work,” he had
said. A greater dedication is hardly
possible.

Carel
















