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n 12th January, the newly-

appointed Director-

General of UNESCO,

Ms.Irina Bokova, visited

Auroville. It was the sec-
ond time — the first was the visit of Mr.
Amadou-Mahtar M’Bow in 1986 —that a
serving Director-General of UNESCO
visited Auroville. She was accompanied
by Mrs. Bhaswati Mukherjee,
Ambassador and Permanent
Representative of India to UNESCO, and
the UNESCO New Delhi Director, Mr.
A. Parasuraman.

Ms.Bokova and her team first visited
the Matrimandir. Then she was welcomed
in the Town Hall in Bulgarian by Bulgarian
Aurovilian Tatiana, by Governing Board
member Dr. Aster Patel and by Auroville-
bom Kripa who gave a presentation on
Auroville’s ideals and achievements. She
then addressed the Aurovilians, followed by
a brief talk by Ambassador Mukherjee.

Excerpts from Ms. Bokova’s talk:

] am deeply moved by this welcome
which is so warm and so open and so hos-
pitable. It’s very difficult to speak to such an
audience about values and spirituality, about
purposes and where the world is going. I am
extremely honoured that some of my vision
for UNESCO that [ had presented as a can-
didate, that some of my ideas have been so
well accepted by you here who embody
what UNESCO has been created for and for
what UNESCO aspires — human unity. And
with this human unity, of course, respect for
diversity, tolerance, reconciliation, and aspi-
ration for the human values which are so
important in this globalised world.

“‘L am deeply touched by your aspiration

to contribute to UNESCO’s activities. As
you know very well, UNESCO was part of
how Auroville was conceived more than
forty years ago. I'm very happy that last
year was the 40th birthday of the establish-
ment of Auroville. Dr. Karan Singh inaugu-
rated a statue dedicated to Sri Aurobindo not
far from my own office. I think it was a very
good recognition on the part of UNESCO.

“Peace today cannot be defined as the
peace we used to aspire for some twenty or

thirty years ago. I think that peace and
humanism today is about respecting and
helping the marginalised and I do appreciate
what you are doing for the neighbouring vil-
lages, and not only for the neighbouring vil-
lages but also through your contacts with

‘NGOs and with other associations world-
wide. Peace today and humanism is also
reconciliation between men and nature. We
all know that with climate change and
everything that is happening around us we
need to find a new balance and a new para-
digm of how we treat nature. [ think that you
are a very good example of a new attitude
towards nature.

“1 believe that education should be
about peace, about sustainable develop-
ment, about tolerance and about the rights of
every human being. So everything that is
happening in this globalised world leads us
to the idea that we cannot have a sustainable
development if this development is not
accompanied by moral and ethical values of
respect for each other and your so beautiful
ideal of human unity. So T feel extremely
honoured and very touched by your hospi-
tality, by what you have done. [ know that it
was a bare plateau here some forty years
ago, it’s incredible what you have achieved.
I do believe that you can contribute to
UNESCO’s search for a new balance and
for a new humanism in the 21st century.,

“Thank you once again and I do con-
gratulate you for what you are doing.”
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UNESCO's Director-General visits Auroville

Ms. Irina Bokova (third from left) with (from left to right) Pashi Kapoor, International Advisory Council member Dr. Mark Luyclko Ghisi, Governing Board
member Dr. Aster Patel, Auroville Foundation Secretary Mr. M. Ramaswamy, UNESCO New Delhi Director Mr. A. Parasuraman, and Aurovilian Gajendran.

Ms.Bokova: “Auroville is spreading the message of UNESCO"

UNESCO and Auroville have been connected
for 43 years. In 1966, the first resolution sup-
porting Auroville was passed. In 2008, on the
occasion of Auwroville’s 40th anniversary,
UNESCO passed the most recent resolution.
How do you see this relationship?

Ms. Bokova: I see this relationship as being a mes-
sage of tolerance, peace and unity. The underlying
vision and vocation of UNESCO is more tolerance,
more harmony; it is about resolving conflicts and
bringing more peace into the minds of people. The
same message is behind the creation of Auroville,
which is why UNESCO has been associated with it. It
is this message of humanism that we share.

Apart from the resolutions, what concretely does the
link between Auroville and UNESCO mean?

Itisin “ideas’ and in the transmission of this mes-
sage [of humanism]. Despite the technological
progress in communication all over the world, despite
the development of sciences, unfortunately we are
witnessing more intolerance and conflicts in the
world. By the same token, there are issues like climate
change and the debate that it has generated; it is
important to find solutions — like sustainable develop-
ment, for example. These questions and many others
need to be answered: what shall we do, in which
direction should we move, how do we tackle develop-
ment in a sustainable way, what are the ethics behind
globalization and changing life-styles... All these
issues are important.

How could a place like Auroville help in transmit-
ting the message of UNESCO?

Certainly you can help: with your ideas, your
publications, with the fact that you have many con-
tacts with NGOs around the world. Also, by support-
ing the villages around Auroville you give a very
good example of solidarity. You are spreading the
message [of UNESCO]. This is a very positive sign.
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You mentioned that we are living in world where
money is all-important. Do you think that culture
has a place in today s world?

I think that culture is a very important factor in
life. Many times I have expressed regret that it is
not taken into account when calculating the rate of
development. If culture does not accompany devel-
opment, societies will not be balanced. There will
be a lack of moral and intellectual values.

During my election campaign, [ promised that
I would re-launch the debate on culture and devel-
opment. I believe UNESCO is doing some very
positive things in this area.

UNESCO gives a response to globalization by
adopting conventions for the safeguard of the her-
itage of nations and by providing support to local
communities in their search for an identity. It is an
important part of our work in this globalized world.
We also support cultural diversity.

I believe also that cultural industries and cul-
tural cooperation are important for finding post-
conflict solutions in many countries — by spreading
knowledge and understanding about others. It is an
extremely important factor of contemporary life.

You are the first woman to become Director-
General of UNESCO, you also previously worked
on gender issues. How do you see your role as a
woman and as Director-General of UNESCO?

Tam very proud to be the first woman Director-
General. I think that it was high time to have a
woman leading this organization, which promotes
values and education, the sciences, culture and
communication.

1 am aware that there are a lot of expectations. |
feel this enormous responsibility. For me, it is a
larger responsibility because | am a woman. | take
it with good faith. I am fully mobilized to work for
the objectives of this organization, to convert it into
a leading organization that is known for its compe-
tence. I believe also that multilateralism is an
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important framework for finding responses in this
complex world.

Secondly, I think UNESCO has an increasing
role to play in a globalized world. In the wake of
the economic crisis, we can see that education has
been adopted as a response to the challenges of the
crisis, both in developed and developing countries.

We see an increasing need for cultural values
that unite people and create harmony amongst
people. We see also, in issues like climate
change, that science and the humanities should
be given a priority.

Finally, it is important to respect human rights,
freedom of expression and the liberty of people. It
is one of the basic responsibilities of our organiza-
tion. We also promote the message of more
humanism and more respect for other human
beings all over the world.

Do you think that women can change the world?

(laughing) I think that both men and women can
change the world. T believe in partnership. I don’t
believe in a gender war between men and women.
Rather, I believe that they should work together.

I mean, do you think that in emerging nations
like India or poorer countries, for example in
Africa, women have an important role to play?

Yes, of course. I think that is why gender
equality is one of UNESCO’s priorities.
Unfortunately, women are subjected to a lot of
discrimination in many places [in the world].
When it comes to education, we see that two
thirds of the illiterates of the world are women or
girls. Women have a much higher percentage of
school dropouts; in some cases, girls are not sent
to school at all. They form the large majority of
the 75 million children who do not receive prima-
ry education. I believe that we can do a lot more
in this regard.

continued on page 3

T A A S i T P R N R e T S T L T S e T S Zom

* Deep Ecology workshop
with John Seed
¢ 2009 rainfall statistics
¢ Litter-Free Day
pages7 -8

1243N9 ON3H| OLOHd



INTEGRAL YOGA

ebashish Banerji is a

former president of the

East-West Cultural

Centre and Sri

Aurobindo Centre, Los
Angeles and a teacher of Asian Art
History and Indian Spiritual Culture
at the University of Philosophical
Research. He is also a founder and
administrator of the blog-zine
Science, Culture, Integral Yoga
(www.sciy.org). Last September he
was one of the organizers of a confer-
ence in San Francisco on
‘Fundamentalism and the Future’.
More recently he took part in a con-
ference in Auroville on “Spirituality
beyond Religions’. Auroville Today
took the opportunity to ask his views
on the disturbing trends of fundamen-
talism among those who profess to do
Sri Aurobindo’s yoga.

What are the roots of fundamentalism?

It may be through innocent and
unthinking means that the apparatus
of fundamentalism gets established.
For me, it begins with how identity
constructs build up unconsciously.
Often people pin their sense of self on
a group identity. As a group develops,
things may get done at certain times in
certain ways and over time these char-
acteristics get fixed in the minds of
that group as defining that group’s
reality. This reality is reinforced by a
theology or ideology — the fundamen-
tal yet invisible pillars around which
identity is built — as well as parables,
metaphors and stories, mythologies,
which make the members of the group
identify with the ideology at the per-
sonal, core level. Finally certain peo-
ple start authorizing these characteris-
tics as defining a movement and rigid-
ly controlling what can or cannot be
done or believed. As the characteris-
tics of identity crystallize in a group,
people seeking power gravitate
inevitably to set themselves up as self-
appointed controllers of the bound-
aries of the group.

The need for a clear self-identity
is also fostered by ‘othering’, the feel-
ing that “I am who I am because you
are not who I am.” In its most extreme
form, the members of the group may
see outsiders as evil, as not worthy of
a place in this world.

All this may crystallize in what I
call fundamentalism.

If we look at the Aurobindonian
movement, do you see evidence of
Sfundamentalism?

Absolutely, and that was partly
the motivation behind the San
Francisco conference. Some of us had
been concerned and in dialogue about
it for some time before the ‘Molotov
cocktail” created around Peter Heehs’
book, The Lives of Sri Aurobindo,
exploded and everything erupted out
of that. It takes events like this to
make something which already exists
actually articulated or voiced. This is
how something that never had the
intention of becoming a fundamental-
ist movement became one or, at least,
acquired fundamentalist traits.

How would you characterize those
traits?

In the Peter Heehs’ case there
was outrage not only that somebody
could have written such a book but
also because he was ‘one of us’. So,
evidently, the identity construct
among those who took action against
Peter is very strong: there is a notion
that certain tenets are held in com-
mon and that these tenets have been
violated. And then, of course, the
whole thing is about God, the
Infinite. This is another aspect of
fundamentalism; the group identity
stretches to colonize the invisible,
the wuniversal. It assumes this
tremendous transcendental quality
and literalises it in a set of tenets
which have to be obeyed.
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Fundamentalism and the yoga

Did these tendencies already exist
before the present controversy?

I think the roots can be traced
back to the early 1940s when there
was an explosion of numbers in the
Ashram. So long as the Ashram had
been a small community there was a
sense of freedom and the inmates and
the gurus were interacting with each
other; there was a sense of intimacy.
But the increase in scale changed the
situation and, for example, certain
types of quasi-rituals started establish-
ing themselves.

Take the images. In the early
years, sadhaks had photographs of Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother in their
own homes, but there were very few
photographs in public places. Some
people were in the habit of putting
flowers in front of one such public
photograph of Sri Aurobindo, but Sri
Aurobindo cautioned his disciples in
letters against this, saying he did not
want any public display of this kind.

These are the subtle ways in which
something which is an inner practice
becomes a public ritual. Over time these
displays of public devotion grew and
this other construct, this second-order
reality which tends to religiosity and
centres on certain ritual events, replaced
the inner relationship. Of course, this is
not to say that events like playground
meditations, pranams and darshans were

larly the Managing Trustee, who has
taken a clear anti-fundamentalist and
progressive stance in the matter.

However, there are many ways
of doing the yoga and you don’t
necessarily have to sign up for the
tenets which these people are pro-
mulgating. Take the issue of the
avatar, for example, the tenet that
Sri Aurobindo and The Mother are
the avatars of the modern age. I
asked one of Sri Aurobindo’s atten-
dants, Nirodbaran about this
towards the end of his life. Earlier
he had written many letters to Sri
Aurobindo asking for clarification
on this point, but now he said the
whole question of whether or not Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother were
avatars is “irrelevant” for those
wishing to practice the yoga. In
other words, it’s not for someone to
say but for one to experience. If you
have that experience, fine, but if you
don’t it makes no sense to discuss it.
It’s certainly not a tenet of faith that
you have to sign up for.

For those who want to redefine
the yoga, the control of information
is central to their purpose. Today the
main body concerned with informa-
tion — the Sri Aurobindo Ashram
Archives — is partially staffed by for-
eigners, and there is a feeling among
these people that the foreigner inhab-
its our secret domains and he is

8o what do you see as the way
forward?

People may choose to follow Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother, may see
them as the embodiments of the spir-
itual goal., but the practice of the
yoga should not be made into a dog-
matic formula.

One can question what someone
writes, but the questioning has to be
at the level of dialogue, and not
through attempts at ostracism,
exclusion or eviction from the
Ashram and from India, which is
being perpetrated by some promi-
nent spokespersons of the yoga
today and which smacks of absurd
fundamentalism.

Regarding the larger issue, I
believe that both Sri Aurobindo and
The Mother foresaw what is hap-
pening now in the Ashram. Towards
the end of her life, Mother put a lot
of attention on Auroville and per-
haps one of the reasons why she
insisted there should be no religion,
no religious observances, in this
new community is that she saw the
cascading religiosity among many
at the Ashram and she didn’t want
the same mistake to be repeated in
Auroville.

So I think one of the ways ahead
is continuous engagement with the
idea of a spirituality beyond religions.

Debashish Banerji in discussion with Alan of Aurovilie Today

meant to be religious rituals when insti-
tuted by the founders. They were meant
to be a means of spiritual exchange. But
once Sri Aurobindo and The Mother left
their bodies, for many these rituals took
on a memorial quality. The exchange
gave way to a living in the past or a liv-
ing in the image of piety, an unchanging
memorial structure with a fear of loss
associated with it. And given this ritual-
istic structure and the power vacuum
behind it, the people who wanted control
necessarily came in.

Today, there is a certain kind of
closed mind-set that has developed at
large among many in the Sri
Aurobindo community, a sense that
they are the real repositories of the
yoga of Sri Aurobindo and that they
are the ones who define what it is all
about and how it should be done. In
fact the situation today, as far as I
can see it, is that some people are
redefining the yoga and to do this
they need occasions like the one
offered by the publication of Peter
Heehs’ book. It’s not only a knowl-
edge but also a power event because
it tries to establish a new definition
of the yoga and to set up a new lead-
ership in the Ashram, challenging the
established one of the Trustees. Here,
it is important to acknowledge that
this representation of power has been
admirably resisted by the Trustees of
the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, particu-

unqualified to do that, so he needs to
be pushed out. And then, as far as
Peter Heehs is concerned, there’s a
long history. For many years he has
been investigating Ashram mytholo-
gies — like the one which says that
the Ashram is on the site of Rishi
Agastya’s Ashram. And each time he
has shown that a mythology is doubt-
ful, he has punctured a little hole in
the self-confidence of the group ego
and so voices have been raised
against him.

I remember asking Nirodbaran
about Peter and the Agastya issue
and he said that there is a need for
people like Peter in any spiritual
community, because over time it is
inevitable that mythologies will
grow, people will create these
increasingly exaggerated images of
the divine guru, and some people
have to keep this tendency in check.
It is especially necessary in this yoga
because here we are talking about
human beings treading the path to a
new consciousness and the experi-
ments towards this represented by
the lives of Sri Aurobindo and the
Mother are the only ones we have at
present to learn from. So it’s really
precious to retain the factual reality
of how those steps were taken, to
prevent it being lost under devotional
mythology. This is what Peter has
tried to do.

Are there tendencies to religiosity in
Auroville as well?

Yes, in certain areas this is hap-
pening. But these tendencies are
still fluid, they are not grounded in
the consciousness of the community
in the same way as the insistence
upon no religions. But when these
tendencies are noticed, it’s impor-
tant that they are brought to the
front and dialogued about.
Devotional attitudes and practices
can very well be a part of spiritual
practice, so long as they make no
claim for exclusivity, or an attempt
to define the yoga. An active field
of dialogue can keep plural
approaches to the same goal alive.

I think that dialogue is the hope
for the future because dialogue
with other seekers, even with non-
seekers, prevents the creation of an
exclusionary reality. For example,
what Rich Carlson and I have been
trying to do with the Science,
Culture and Integral Yoga online
forum is to push the boundaries of
the yoga through dialogue with, for
example, postmodernism. I think
these kinds of dialogues, where
you don’t privilege the yoga and
where you don’t hold on to dog-
matic positions, can help in mutual
transformation.

Do you also see dialogue between
the Ashram and Auroville as being
a way forward?

I think that if the present Ashram
mindset could come into contact with
the way that the yoga is done in
Auroville as well as in the outer
world — including those people who
are outside the Aurobindonian com-
munity but who may be approaching
the same yoga — if dialogues could be
opened up and new perspectives
could percolate into the mindset of
the Ashram, we would see change
happening there. Auroville could also
play an important role in making this
possible. To some extent, this was
started in the 1980s, with invitations
to  people like  Champaklal,
Nirodbaran, and Mangesh Nadkarni
to meet and interact with Aurovilians.
This movement has not grown in any
creative sense. Today, the Ashramites
who are invited to speak at Auroville
are mostly restricted to those who
represent the dogma of
Aurobindonian  identity politics.
There are many others at the Ashram
who are less prominent but much
richer in their thought and conscious-
ness. An active seeking and engage-
ment proceeding from some discrimi-
nation on the part of Aurovilians
could help this process a lot.

Are you optimistic that change will
happen in the Ashram?

I don’t know. Being Indian by
birth and by culture, I have connec-
tions with lots of Indian people in the
Ashram. [ think the problem is many
people there are concerned about the
larger issue of religiosity but the sys-
tems for open discussion don’t exist.
For example, the higher education
section of the Ashram school could
have played a very important role in
the present controversy, they could
have initiated interviews, debates,
conferences, etc. but they chose to
close their eyes to the entire issue.

There are tremendous difficulties
with the Ashram at present but I
wouldn’t say that the consciousness is
not there or that it is incapable of
change. At the same time, I’m not one
of these people who hold that the
Ashram is a “destined’ place of some
kind. What happens to any institution
rests largely on the consciousness of
its members. On the other hand, [ am
optimistic about Auroville, not
because of any great maturity of con-
sciousness which it expresses, but
simply because of the open-endedness
one experiences here.

There are some people who hold The
Mother was at least partially responsi-
ble for the growth of what you call reli-
giosity in the Ashram. They feel she
could have done more to prevent it.

I know a number of people who
came to the Ashram fully prepared to
stay after reading Sri Aurobindo and
The Mother, but after one week of expe-
riencing life there they fled and they’ve
held it against The Mother ever since.
However, I don’t think The Mother was
responsible for the religiosity or the fun-
damentalism. [ believe that Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother knew very
well what was coming, And that, per-
haps, opening the floodgates in the
1940s was an embrace of these very
forces. They left it to humanity to
engage with these forces, to understand
and come to grips with them, as part of
its growth in consciousness.

Today we don’t know how it will all
turn out. Maybe in the future we will say
that we’ve learned a lot from all this and
have emerged purified from dogma. Of
course, for Peter at the moment it is very
painful and completely unwarranted.
The bid to evict him from the Ashram
and the country is a sign of the depths to
which the dogmatism of religious dis-
tortion has sunk at this time.

From an interview by Alan and Carel




UNESCO

“Auroville is spreading the message of UNESCO"

continued from page 1

You have this scheme of World
Heritage Sites. Do you see a danger in
this scheme? To take India’s example,
in some places they attract millions of
tourists resulting in environmental
degradation,

I am aware that the sites on the
World Heritage list attract a lot of
tourists. In most places it is welcome
because it brings a lot of economic rev-
enue to the area. However it is not sole-
ly a problem in India; it is one also in
many other places: how to balance or
reconcile the economic interests of a
cultural site and the preservation of that
site? 1 think that it is the biggest chal-
lenge that we have to face apart from
other issues, such as archaeological
excavations and preservation activities.

economic activities. We understand
that for many countries they are very
important. One of the basic criteria for
being listed [by UNESCO] as a World
Heritage Site is its ‘outstanding univer-
sal value’. If millions of people want to
visit such sites, it is a good and very
positive thing. The World Heritage
Sites unite us; they are also a message
of intercultural dialogue, providing
more knowledge and more understand-
ing about each other and, at the same
time, encouraging governments and
communities to pay much respect to the
environment and keep the authenticity
of the monument.

This trip to India has been one of
your first official visits after your
election. You will stay five days in the
country. What is the purpose of your
visit and how do you see the relations

cials. I met Mr S. N. Krishna,
the Minister of External Affairs,
and Mr Kapil Sibal, the
Minister of Human Resources
Development, who is also the
Chairman of the Indian
National Commission  for
UNESCO. We talked about
cooperation between UNESCO
and India, as well as the com-
prehensive challenges in the
field of education, although
India has made huge progress in
the fight against illiteracy and in
primary education. 1 congratu-
lated the Minister for the adop-
tion of the Right to Education
Act, which will now have to be
implemented.

I delivered a lecture at the
Indira Gandhi National Open
University (IGNOU), which is
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Padma Bhushan for
Mallika Sarabhai

Governing Board member Mallika
Sarabhai has been awarded the
Padma Bhushan, the third highest
Indian civilian award, given in
recognition of her distinguished
service of a high order to the
nation in the field of the arts. The

Ms. Bokova writes in the Visitor's Book:
"I spent an unforgettable time at Auroville,
full of reflection about those things that

between UNESCQ and India? one of the largest Open
Universities in the world. [ was
very honoured to be invited to

award will be conferred by the
President of India at a function
held at Rashtrapati Bhavan.

How do you handle it?
I have come to India to pay respect

Well, we advise governments, but
we do not discourage tourism and its

to this great country, to the great culture
of India. I have come also to meet offi-

Ms. Bokova being interviewed by Auroville Radio
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the inaugural function for the
anniversary  of  this
University; it was called the Silver
Jubilee Lecture. I had also the opportuni-
ty to speak to the faculty and staff about
the possibility of extending our coopera-
tion by creating joint programmes and
UNESCO Chairs in the areas of
Technology and Communication. In this
way, we will have cooperation with
IGOU in the area of media and educa-
tion. I am happy that they accepted.
Moreover, I have visited some of
India’s World Heritage sites. I will also
be going to Bangalore to visit the Indian
Institute of Sciences, as well as one of
the large IT companies (Infosys) to see if
we can work with the IT sector, which is
booming in this country. [ want to see
how it is developing and if there is the
possibility of synergy [with our pro-

25th

bind people and not divide them."

Are you first a Bulgarian or a Citizen
of the World?

(laughing) Yesterday 1 met in
Delhi Dr Karan Singh, who is the
Indian  Representative on our
Executive Board, and during dinner
(Mr Kapil Sibal, the [HRD] Minister
was present), a very interesting dis-
cussion took place on globalization
and its impact on our identity. We all
agreed that we have several identities.
I consider myself to be profoundly
Bulgarian, but at the same time [am a
European because Bulgaria recently
joined the European Union and
because Bulgaria is one of the oldest
European cultures. I consider myself
also to be a citizen of the world.

grammes] in this sector.

Claude Arpi

Auroville: a World Heritage Site?

any Aurovilians were taken aback

when Kripa, in her welcome

speech to the new Director

General of UNESCO Ms. Irina

i Bokova, mentioned that

Auroville is considering applying for the tentative

lists of World Heritage “as a living symbol of

mankind’s aspiration for human unity” in the — not

yet existing — category of “World Heritage of the

Future’. The Aurovilians were disconcerted

because this issue has neither been discussed nor

. agreed upon in the community nor has the
Governing Board taken a stand on it.

The topic became alive after the celebration of
Auroville’s 40th anniversary at UNESCO in
October 2008. In her address to the Aurovilians,
Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee, Ambassador and
Permanent Delegate of India to UNESCO, said that
after this celebration she had recommend to the
Indian authorities that such status be given to
Auroville and that she could not ‘think of a better
future heritage of humanity.” For according to Mrs.
Mukherjee, Auroville has ‘outstanding universal
value’ and would meet the criteria for recognition
of UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee.

World Heritage status

World Heritage status can be given not only to
ancient monuments, but also to natural parks and
wildlife sanctuaries as well as to “‘modern heritage
properties’. The third category was introduced in
2001. Tt aims to create awareness of the heritage of
architecture, town planning and landscape design
of the modern era, ‘which is considered to be par-
ticularly vulnerable because of weak legal protec-
tion and low appreciation among the general pub-
lie?.

In order to be registered as a World Heritage
site, a government has first to place the site on the
List of Tentative Sites. UNESCO only decides on
the granting of World Heritage status to sites placed
on the Tentative List. In India, the task of recom-
mending a site for placement on the Tentative List
rests with the Ministry of Culture.

In February last year, the Government of India
introduced the National Commission for Heritage
Sites Bill. If this Bill is passed by the Indian
Parliament, a National Commission for Heritage
Sites will come into existence which has the power
to recommend sites for World Heritage Status, as

well as give binding directions on the management
of World Heritage sites and levy fines if any of its
directions are not complied with.

In India, 22 ancient monuments have been
registered as World Heritage Sites, as well as four
natural parks and one wildlife sanctuary. Nineteen
properties have been submitted on the Tentative
List. The most relevant for Auroville is the
inscription in this List of the urban and architec-
tural work of Le Corbusier in the city of
Chandigarh. This was enlisted in 2006 as being of
outstanding universal value, amongst other rea-
sons because ‘no change has been permitted in the
urban core of Le Corbusier’s Master Plan, which
retains the authenticity of its original form and
design, materials and substance, use and function
as well as spirit and feeling’.

The benefits

The UNESCO website mentions as one of the
benefits of being accorded World Heritage Status
is having access to the World Heritage Fund of
about US$4 million a year “to assist States Parties
in identifying, preserving and promoting World
Heritage sites”. Another advantage is that the
Status would be “a magnet for international coop-
eration and the site may thus receive financial
assistance for heritage conservation projects from
a variety of sources”. Yet another benefit would be
that the site might benefit “from the elaboration
and implementation of a comprehensive manage-
ment plan that sets out adequate preservation mea-
sures and monitoring mechanisms.” Lastly, World
Heritage status would bring an increase in public
awareness of the site, thus increasing tourist activ-
ities. “When these are well planned for and orga-
nized respecting sustainable tourism principles,
they can bring important funds to the site and to
the local economy.”

Weighing advantages and disadvantages

It is questionable if Auroville would be able
to avail itself of all of these benefits. While
World Heritage Status might certainly be a help
in fund-raising to manifest the city, access to the
(extremely small) World Heritage Fund of
UNESCO will be minimal in view of internation-
al and national competition. And an increase in
the already considerable amount of tourists may
not be a benefit at all.

A major disadvantage, however, might be that
recognition of Auroville as a World Heritage site
would bring outside organisations, such as the National
Commission for Heritage Sites as well as UNESCO
itself, into the planning and management of Auroville.
Auroville is a town in making and its Master Plan is
still very much a concept, likely to change. The
Government of India has already constituted a special
legal entity, the Auroville Foundation, to manage
Auroville and plan the township. Is the entry of other
organisations required? For that would effectively limit
the powers of the Auroville Foundation. The National
Commission for Heritage Sites would have the power
to give binding directions on the management of World
Heritage sites and levy fines if any of its directions are
not complied with. UNESCO could withdraw recogni-
tion as a World Heritage Site if it found that a new
development might interfere with the status. In other
words, these outside organisations might limit the free-
dom of the Aurovilians to run and develop the
Auroville Township.

These disadvantages are not theoretical. The
monuments at Hampi, for example, almost lost
their World Heritage Status when UNESCO con-
tended that the construction of the new bridge
near the Vittala Temple would bring increased
traffic, and might be a threat to the stability of
the monuments. UNESCO stated that the mod-
ern-looking bridge would disturb an otherwise
ancient-looking landscape. The threat was only
removed when a balance between the develop-
ment of the local community and the conserva-
tion efforts was found.

This was not the case in Germany. The Dresden
Elbe Valley lost its status as a World Heritage site
due to the construction of a four-lane bridge in the
heart of the cultural landscape. UNESCO judged
that “the property had failed to keep its outstanding
universal value as inscribed.”

The ball for applying for World Heritage Status
now rests in Auroville’s court. If the community
and the Governing Board, after obtaining the advice
of the International Advisory Council, and weigh-
ing the strengths and constraints, decide in favour
of this status, a request has to be made to the
Ministry of Culture of the Indian Government to
formally apply to UNESCO for inclusion of
Auroville in its tentative Heritage Site list.

There is still a long way to go.

Carel

- On  Tuesday

Housing Service

Development Branch
The Housing Service has proposed
to create a Development Branch
under its umbrella. This branch
would manage a Housing
Revolving Fund to help finance
specific housing projects within
Auroville and develop strategies to
generate cash surplus to create
housing assets available on a pro-
bono basis. The target of the
Revolving Fund is Rs 100 lakhs.
For more information contact:
housing@auroville.org.in

Auroville History
Project

A project to write the history of
Auroville has started. It will include
chapters on the concept, the phys-
ical growth of Auroville, environ-

- ment and land, Auroville and-its

neighbours, education, organisa-
tion, economy and business. For
more information contact
ecphillips47 @hotmail.com

Mail server changed
The AuroNet Mail provider
changed from Rediff to IndianNIC,

 located in the US without a hitch

in the night of 24th - 25th

- January. The new provider has a

dedicated team of customer sup-

- port engineers in Mumbai.

New playground in
Edaiyanchavadi

26th  January
(Republic Day), the newly con-
structed playground for
Edaiyanchavadi was opened. The
playground is established on
Auroville land near the Adventure
community. The German Federal
Ministry for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development provided
the bulk of funds.

AV Architectural
Services
About 10 Auroville architects and

* designers have decided to create

Auroville Architectural Services, a
unit which would solely work for
Auroville and be supported by
Auroville instead of through the

- system of percentages charged on
the overall cost of a project.

- 2009 Culture review
- An overview of cultural activities
* held in Auroville in 2009 shows
- that there have been two classical
" Indian
~ seven music concerts (3 Western

dance performances;

classical, 2 Indian classical, 1 jazz,

- and 1 pop rock); six theatre plays;
~ one Tamil poetry event; twelve
* painting exhibitions; three photo-
- graph exhibitions; two variety
- exhibitions; and four art classes —
- calligraphy, ceramics, drawing
~ and lkebana).
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GARDENING

any Aurovilians have been inspired by the video

from Cuba “Surviving Peak Oil”. It shows that in

response to severe food shortages due to the

American embargo, the enterprising Cubans not only

created vegetable gardens in the countryside, but also
in every nook and cranny of their villages and cities. Balconies blos-
somed with tomato plants and melon vines, waste grounds became allot-
ments, and adults and children found a new companionship cultivating
gardens. Today, 50% of Cuba’s food comes from its small gardens, and
80% of it is organic. Quite an achievement.

Food sovereignty

There is a vision that Auroville could become a ‘Garden City’ with
kitchen and herbal gardens at every house, with balcony and roof gar-
dens in apartment complexes, and educational gardens at schools. It is
based on a concept called “food sovereignty” where people have the
ability to grow their own food and feed themselves. With correct planti-
ng and care, and the use of recycled water, such gardens could produce
food in profusion. There are now several groups in Auroville that can
help us get started.

One of these is Buddha Garden, a 12 acre community farm where
Priya Vincent and her team are passionate about growing food. “We are
here in Auroville to experiment with new ways of being,” says Priya,
“and what better way to start than with matter in its most basic form —
food. Especially now, when food security together with the availability
of water may be our next big global crisis.” Priya believes that a few
years of droughts or severe floods could tip the world towards a global
food shortage. “But nobody is ready to think about it till our backs are
pushed up against the wall. Also we have all heard about future water
shortages, but somehow it doesn’t seem to register. The other day,
someone in the Farm Group wondered aloud about the point of planning
for farming as in 10 or 20 years there won’t be enough water to cultivate
any farms here!” The solution, according to Priya, is in home gardening.

Home gardens

Buddha Garden teaches how to create small vegetable gardens
through its bi-weekly offerings of hands-on experiential sessions at the
farm. People can drop in and learn about various aspects of vegetable
gardening, like how to create raised plant beds using leaf litter, wood
chips and soil, how to deal with pests, or how to make one’s own com-
post and fertilizers.

“In this climate it takes 3 to 6 months for compost to get ready,”
explains Priya. “Many people buy compost from the villages assuming
it is organic, but it often contaminated with plastic waste and rubbish
like batteries, so it’s better to make your own.” For fertilizer, Buddha
Garden relies on nature — the leaves of Gliricidia, a tropical leguminous
plant. “Gliricidia grows easily and is drought-resistant,” she says, “and
its leaves make excellent manure when mixed with cow dung.” She
points to a large black plastic tub that holds the bio-fertilizer.

Buddha Garden also demonstrates container gardening. This
method Priya explains is most suitable for small gardens with poor soil
as one has to concentrate only on a very small area. Three large concrete
rings lie ready for preparation. “These make marvellous containers and
only cost about 450 rupees each. You can put one crop in one ring, or if
you wish, divide it into sections. It can look rather spectacular with well-
chosen planting.”

Her helper Pierre shows a red plastic box about a metre long and
half a metre deep, resting on wheels. It is an Earthbox. “The system is
also known as ‘Global Bucket’,” he says. “It requires very little water
and fertilizer. We want to start adapting them to the climate here. They
can be used on apartment balconies and in any backyard. We want to
offer them together with seedlings so people can begin their garden.”

“All this is still a work in progress,” says Priya. “But in a year we
should be up and running as the one-stop centre for learning how to do
home gardening and as a place to buy seedlings, plants and equipment to
make it all fun and easy.”

That the assistance of Buddha Garden is essential is shown at

* Udumbu. Here, Patrick from England and his Korean partner are estab-

lishing an edible garden. Patrick speaks of his initial experiences. *I
arrived in the monsoon period and thought, ‘anything will grow here’.
Then in the summer months I thought ‘nothing will grow here’. I now
alternate between the two. This is my first experience of gardening in
Auroville and it has been very strange. Everyone gives me completely
different advice about everything. Some say, ‘plant pre-monsoon’.
Others say ‘post-monsoon’. I now understand that within Auroville
there are many completely different types of soil and almost as many
different micro-climates.” Patrick finally decided to grow an orchard.
“But I found it very difficult to get fruit trees so went to Chennai. But the
advice they gave me was very patchy. For those who wish to start gar-
dening in Auroville, it would be most appropriate that they get advice
from Aurovilians doing the work.”

School gardens

In New Creation community, Aikiyam School is preparing addi-
tional raised beds for this year’s planting. Last year the first school
garden started, organized by Rajan, an English teacher. “There was
a patchy lawn at the centre of the school that we decided to make
into a vegetable garden based on permaculture principles,” says
Rajan. “We hired two bullocks to have the space ploughed and the
whole school gathered around in a circle to watch the event.” It was
a huge success, on many levels.

“The children’s enthusiasm is amazing. Seeing their garden grow
right in front of their classrooms has been very exciting for them. We
cannot keep them away from the garden. They are even here on week-
ends, weeding, mulching, and planting. We’ve also made many contacts
and friendships with people who came to give advice and the children
gained a lot of confidence from talking fo these visitors.

“Community gardens like these could be created in corners all over
Auroville. Once you know how to go about it, it is very simple and enor-
mously satisfying. Our small garden here has inspired other schools to
make gardens of their own and this is a good feeling.” Pointing to some
raised beds in a secluded corner Rajan explains: “We are now starting to
construct a medicinal herb garden with help from Pitchandikulam.”




e GARDENING

A seed garden on gravel

Deepika and Bernard live off the Tindivanam Road behind
Aurobrindavan. They have created a lush tropical vegetable gar-
den — with no original soil! When they first came here 14 years
ago they called their place ‘Pebble Garden’ as there were only
pebbles on the lateritic wasteland.

“One can say we have become specialists in soil-building,”
says Bernard. “We build soil without any input from outside,
such as compost, earth or manure. We started to create soil by
recycling the existing pioneer vegetation in various ways. For
example, we built layers of acacia leaves and silt from a few small
ponds into heaped, layered beds, and then left the work to the ter-
mites and earth worms. While the work of soil building continues
each season, the garden slowly extends. “We now have 1,000
square meters of vegetable garden,” adds Deepika.

The purpose of this garden is not to grow vegetables but to pro-
duce seeds of hardy varieties of vegetables, root crops and medicinal
and herbal plants which require little water. “Back in 1994, I-was
instrumental in organising the *Arise!” conference in Auroville,” says
Bernard. [see Auroville Today #75, April 1995] This has now
evolved into the Organic Farm Association of India, an active group
which does seed exchange. “We get interesting seeds from all over
India. For example, we now have 15 varieties of organic Brinjal —
and that is of great interest today as nowadays big companies are
seeking permission from the Indian government to grow genetically
modified so-called BT-Brinjal!”

Deepika points to the small and beautiful seed packets that
she has made. “We distribute our seeds to gardeners in Auroville
but also all over India. We go to Seed Fairs and display our col-
lections and try to encourage people to grow their own garden.”
Deepika and Bernard now produce about 3,000 packets of veg-
etable seeds a year. “This is for home gardens,” they stress.
“Commercial farms should get their organic vegetable seeds from
Annandana in Auroville.”

“We try to develop unusual plants that cannot be found any-
where else. We choose them for their robust nature. Many are endan-
gered, rarely grown and their seeds are not easily available. We have
now about 90 different varieties of plants,” adds Deepika. A mini-
mum of watering is done through micro sprinklers, once every two
weeks. She points at a huge-leaved plant. “This is Taro colocasia. It
has a giant velvety leaf which is edible. We try to create beauty with
utility.” Under the shade of banana trees, pineapples and turmeric
plants grow in a profusion. Itis truly a ‘Garden of Eden’.

A new aspect of their work is education and knowledge-sharing.
“We started an experimental garden, to see if it was possible to grow
food on severely eroded land: then we went into seed production; in
the last few years, a small study centre has been added with facilities
for a few students to stay here and learn for two to three months,”
says Barnard. Adds Deepika, “It is yet another way to manifest our
hope that one day there will be a garden for everyone on this planet.”

Ornamental gardens

One of the most beautiful ornamental gardens in Auroville is sit-
uated at Gaia’s Garden Guesthouse on the road from Kuiliapalayam
to Bommaiyarpalayam. Its abundance of plants of diverse colour and
texture is breathtaking. They have been planted with the artist’s eye.
In between you spot statues of a reclining Ganesh or a dancing Shiva.

“1 spend two hours each morming working in the garden,” says
says Dutchman Kireet. “It is my great joy, and the guests, too, enjoy
the garden.” But there were many tridls and errors before it reached
its present form. “This land was a cashew fope before I came and the
soil was acidic and poor. It took years to get restored.”

Kireet began repeating the patterns of the gardens he had
built in The Netherlands. “But I soon realized that this was not
going to work here. [ had to learn about tropical plants.” So for
two years, he worked at the Matrimandir nursery and at Shakti
nursery studying cultivars and indigenous plants. “I would join
the seed expeditions to the scrub jungles or the temple groves to
collect seeds. During these trips, I would collect plants and start-
ed experimenting with them, putting them at different places in
Gaia’s Garden, seeing where they survive. Many died, but in the
process I made discoveries and learnt a lot.

“A garden is never finished; it is always a work in progress. Now
I am in the phase where I want to make it more detailed and create
hidden corners or a “secret garden’ as it were. So there is the element
of surprise, of the unexpected, and each time you visit it, another dis-
covery awaits you! A garden takes time; but that does not matter
because at every stage, it has this rewarding beauty.”

Zen gardens

Lastly, there are the Japanese-inspired Zen gardens. One, sit-
uvated at Afsanah Guest House, is placed behind the dining hall.
The garden, dominated by rock and sand, is surrounded by large
trees which, in their own way, echo its innate tranquillity. “Our
guests love this garden,” says Afsaneh.

It was designed by Poppo, who lives next door and has his
own Zen garden at the back of his house. It is almost three times
the size of the one at the guest house. Bamboo groves, mossy
pathways, bonsai trees and objets frouvé surround this garden,
creating an atmosphere inviting contemplation. Poppo who has
never been to Japan but says “Japan comes here”, emphasises
the enormous amount of time and dedication it takes to develop
and maintain a beautiful garden. This is one of five Japanese-
style gardens he has created in his years in Auroville.

“It started out as an instinct to create a garden, a small one,
simply in front of our house in Promesse,” he says. “But it grew
bigger and bigger and automatically led to a lifelong trip of land-
scaping.

“Start small,” he advises. “A garden is never ‘ready made’.
Learn to really look at the plants. See where they are happy to
grow. Then the potential is enormous — it grows and you grow at
the same time.”

Dianna
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Gardens in Auroville

Ornamental gardens, vegetable gardens and even Japanese
Zen gardens can be found in Auroville.

Clockwise from far left: Dawn
at Buddha Garden; Deepika by
a winged bean vine; a collec-
tion of Aurobrindavan seeds;
Bernard shows the Taro colo-
casia; Kireet at Gaia's Garden;
a landscaped pebble path at
Gaia’'s Garden; Aikiyam school
students with freshly harvest-
ed organic corn cobs; Rajan
(back) and children at Aikiyam
school's vegetable garden;
Poppo with a 20 year-old
nosai banyan; the Buddha
Garden team (from left) Vivek,
Priya, Selvam and Pierre;
Japanese-style rock garden at
Poppo's home.
















