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- Preamble  - 
 

 

 

Today, there are over 1,500 acres of Auroville forest in various stages of development. 

The oldest stands were planted in 1972 to regenerate highly degraded land, form a 

climatic buffer with the establishment of a micro-climate and, generally, to create an 

environment propitious to the growth and change of consciousness, conducive to the 

development of the Auroville charter.  

During these 46 years, substantial progress has been made (increase of forest cover, of 

species diversity and an explosion of the biological productive capacity of the land) and 

the regenerated forest is widely considered to be among the greatest achievements of 

Auroville and is a model for the entire world.  

We are, however, only at the beginning. Auroville’s forest is still in its pioneer stage. 

Many species will still need to be reintroduced, many have life-spans of thousands of 

years. The forest and its growth will require protection and care for a very long time to 

come. The long-term management of this wealth is imperative and should not be 

skirted.  

The pioneers who started this drive are reaching a tender age and it is therefore time to 

set down the direction in which this valuable asset is managed, framed by a long-term 

vision.  

To ensure continuity of management and the unimpeded growth of the forest system, 

the extremely short life-span of a forest steward and the long-term time-scale of the 

forest system must be reconciled.  

In the following pages, the framework allowing for this reconciliation is described – 

forest management zones – followed by the description of the Auroville forest steward, 

his/her responsibilities, requirements and measures of accountability.  

In order for these zones to be cohesive it is suggested that all Auroville’s forest 

stewards, using GIS, update existing land-use maps based on the zoning framework 

described below, if they exist, and create new maps if they don’t.  

Thereafter, watershed-scale zoning maps should be made by the stewards of the same 

watersheds. Technical support is readily available from several members of the Forest 

Group.  
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I. Forest management zones 

 
A. Introduction 

There is a direct correlation between the environmental robustness, climatic resilience 

and hydrologic security of Auroville on the one hand and the health and extent of its 

forest cover on the other.  

The purpose of Auroville’s forests is manifold: 

- To establish such a robust environment, resilient to droughts and century rains, 

thanks to a micro-climate created and sustained by an adequate ratio of 

(evergreen) forest to non-forest surfaces 

- To maximize the hydrologic capital of the land through minimized runoff and 

evaporation and increased percolation leading to effective aquifer recharge 

- To secure floral genetic diversity and germplasm for the entire region 

- To provide a refuge for wildlife  

- To grow hardwoods for Auroville 

- To provide the community with a vast array of forest derivatives (medicines, 

dyes, spices) 

- As a source of research and education   

 

B. Why forest management zones?  

The delineation of forests in different zones is a common practice of forest management 

worldwide which has some key benefits: 

- It is a framework for long-term, inter-generational forest management and 

conservation. 

- It enables sound ecological conservation goals while generating economic 

output, ensuring financial sustainability and independence.  

- It ensures that short or medium-term developments and management practices 

do not antagonize the long-term objectives. 

- It optimizes management based on land characteristics: existing successional 

stage of the vegetation and its potential.  

The different zones are defined by the degree of human intervention in the forest. 

One end of the spectrum is the sanctuary preserve (no intervention) and the other is the 

mixed timber plantation (acute intervention).  

C. Mapping 
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Presently, land-use maps of our forests depict the vegetation observed at the time of the 

mapping (for example TDEF and Work tree or Cashew and various mixtures thereof).  

Such descriptive criteria are interesting for the observation of forest dynamism over 

time but is a minor factor for management purposes.  

What is therefore needed, to complement maps which depict stages of forest growth, 

are new maps of every forest stewardship block which depict the long-term 

management goals of the different sections of Auroville’s forests.   

In addition to land-use maps of the stewardship blocks, watershed-scale land-use maps 

should be made integrating the different stewardship areas into an integrated 

watershed management plan.  

D. Management criteria  

Forest is the only means for the land to become energetically and hydrologically 

efficient. With insufficient forest cover, the land cannot make most of the available solar 

energy and precipitation and is fully subjected to the inherent extremes of the climate. 

Forest management in each zone differs according to the objectives, but there are two 

criteria of management which are common to the entirety of the forest area, which 

must: 

(i) Maximize the land’s moisture retention capacity: each zone is managed to 

constantly increase its capacity to capture and store precipitation.  

(ii) Maximize solar energy conversion: evaporation must be replaced by 

transpiration: the canopy is never reduced below a certain degree, surfaces 

exposed to the sun are reduced.  

By doing this, one maximizes the biological productive capacity of the land: total 

biomass increases over time, the land’s dynamic biological processes are enhanced, and 

fertility and diversity are ensured steady growths. 

In the following pages, different forest management zones are described. They are not 

exhaustive.  

 

E. The Sanctuary Preserve  

 

AIMS: 

- to create and preserve  

o wild forest stands untouched by humans 

o refuges for wildlife 

o wild sources of germplasm 

o models of natural design/evolution/undisturbed natural systems 

o sensitive rainwater recharge zones 
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MANAGEMENT: There is no removal, displacement or cutting of biomass. In the early 

stages of the sanctuary, selective planting can be done (depending on the state of the 

land) with the objective of accelerating the formation of the evergreen canopy; water 

conservation measures are undertaken when required. The boundary of the sanctuary 

is georeferenced and mapped with physical markers (granite pillars, stones, hedge-

rows, swales) on the ground. Around the sanctuary, especially if contiguous to non-

forest land, a buffer zone of managed forest can be created. 

NOTE 1: In many cases, the steward continues to interfere in the sanctuary (selective 

planting for example) for some time. Re-introducing species in the sanctuary, however, 

is done without the removal of any existing vegetation/biomass – there is only 

addition of species/biomass in this zone. Here, any planting requires a proper 

understanding of the stage of species succession of this section of the forest so that the 

specimens planted thrive without any further “help” from the steward, such as the 

clearing of faster growing, wild vegetation.   

NOTE 2: It is suggested that even the task of reintroducing species in the sanctuary 

preserve be left to the natural disseminators (birds, bats, cats, jackals, deer…). The 

steward therefore focuses on preparing a source of germplasm in proximity, but 

outside, the sanctuary.  

Within the sanctuary preserve, a smaller zone in which there is no intervention of any 

kind – a core zone – can be established. The steward, too, refrains from entering 

therein.  

Each forest stewardship block should consecrate an area of the forest which is to 

remain wild/untouched for the long-term. This should be done in collaboration with 

neighbouring stewards so that a watershed-scale management plan can be made with 

wildlife corridors, and protected buffer zones along the entire drainage system.  

What is identified and mapped as sanctuary should not give way to another form of 

management in the future. It should therefore include prospects of its future growth (as 

land is purchased and consolidated). Of importance are hydrologically sensitive areas 

such as the drainages, ridges and high-percolation zones.  

 

F. The Managed forests 

 

a. Evergreen forest  

AIMS: to accelerate the succession of species in the vegetation, to establish the 

framework evergreen species that will form the long-term canopy, under which more 

diversity can be introduced by successive stewards down the line.  

The steward is intent on hastening the establishment of the evergreen forest system 

that has entirely disappeared and of which we have no model, only indications of some 

species associations which are (like the morphology of the forest patches/groves) a 

result of human pressure. This evergreen forest’s purpose is the creation of a 
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microclimate for Auroville and the surrounding region and an environment resilient to 

climatic extremes. Beyond Auroville, the forest will be an invaluable source of seeds and 

a reserve of genetic diversity. The managed forests will provide Auroville with hard-

wood, oils, dyes, perfumes, medicines, research opportunities etc.  

MANAGEMENT: These sections of the forest receive more input. Planting is done more 

extensively (depending on the stage of the forest) and selective cutting of trees takes 

place. These stands generate income and resources through fire-wood and timber (dies, 

perfumes, medicines in the future), but the objective is not economic output but 

ecological rehabilitation. The steward sees to the increase of biomass, diversity and to 

the growing proportion of evergreen species in the forest.  

Sections of the managed forest stands can with time become part of the sanctuary forest 

once the “artificial” reintroduction of species is complete and financial output is no 

longer required. In terms of surface, these managed forest stands are the most 

extensive.  

The purpose of the evergreen managed forest is not the re-creation of a particular forest 

constituted by a particular list of species, but of a forest system built within, and 

resilient to, the extremes of the climate. This will require the reintroduction of 

evergreen species from afar, bringing back common genera, species and/or sub-species 

surviving in other parts of the tropical belt but today extinct in eastern peninsular India.  

The species composition of a given land is indicative of the type and degree of human 

pressure exerted upon it. What are known in Auroville as “tropical dry evergreen” 

species are found in all parts of the subcontinent and even beyond, in a vast array of 

ecological conditions: the evergreens in the healthiest, least and/or most recently 

degraded forest stands, often in riparian zones and/or at higher elevations, the 

deciduous ones in more degraded and pioneer stages still strongly subjected to felling, 

fire and grazing, usually at lower elevations.  

b. Seed-orchard/arboretum  

AIMS: the rapid creation of sources of germplasm of key forest species, the protection of 

endangered species 

MANAGEMENT: over a small area, key species are planted more intensively, and the 

management is somewhat agricultural: the trees are planted in larger pits, receive 

compost and are irrigated during the summer or during droughts. The purpose is to 

have seed-production as quickly as possible to grow the species in Auroville nurseries 

and provide natural disseminators with germplasm to disseminate throughout the 

forest.  

Seed-orchards should reflect the present and future germplasm requirements of the 

Auroville forests.  

In the next ten to fifteen years, the goal of the Auroville forest will be the establishment 

of a closed evergreen canopy on most surfaces, comprised of structural evergreens such 

as Mimusops elengi, Manilkara hexandra, Diospyros ebenum, D. affinis, D. ferrea, 

Memecylon umbellatum, Psydrax dicoccos, Garcinia spicata, Drypetes sepiaria, D. 
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roxburghii, Ixora arborea, Atalantia monophyla, Aglaia elaeagnoidea, A. edulis and semi-

evergreens such as Cassine glauca, Celtis philippensis and Lepisanthes tetraphyla. These 

core species can be grown in seed-orchards to accelerate their natural regeneration in 

the forest. Diospyros affinis and D. ovalifolia, for example, need to be reintroduced 

extensively in the forests alongside D. ebenum. They should be planted in seed-orchards 

throughout the plateau.  

c. Mixed timber/firewood plantation 

AIMS: to produce revenue for the forest in the form of firewood and timber, to grow 

hardwoods for Auroville’s craftsmen of the future 

MANAGEMENT: in sections of the forest where it makes most logistical sense, where it 

is hydrologically sustainable and where soil conditions are good, a diversity of species 

are interplanted. At one end of the spectrum are fast growing pioneers that can be 

harvested in the short term for fire-wood and small timber, and on the other, are slow-

growing hardwood timber species harvested only after 50+ years. In between are a 

range of species of different growth-rates that allow for a constant extraction without 

the need of clear-cutting and the full destruction of the canopy.  

G. Non-forest zones 

All the activities taking place in a stewardship block which do not fall in any of the 

above categories fit into these zones. They are integrally part of the forest stewardship 

block but are not forest activities per say: 

- Nursery  

- Fruit orchard 

- Vegetable garden 

- Fodder garden/grove 

- Bee keeping 

- Butterfly groves 

- Infrastructure: homestead area with steward’s HQ, guest-rooms, barn, store-

room, bore-well, water-tank, parking… 

These zones should be delineated on the ground and georeferenced on maps to contain 

non-forest land-use within a predetermined zone of the forest. Any infrastructure 

development and increase in human density in the forest is therefore confined to the 

homestead zone. Decisions pertaining to site allocation for infrastructure development 

are thereby hugely simplified.  

The homestead  

The homestead is understood as the zone dedicated to the management of the forest in 

which human activities are concentrated. In it are the steward’s living and working 

quarters. The homestead includes the infrastructure on the land (well, water-tank, 

store-room, barn, horse corral, guest-house/homestay) etc… It is situated near any 

agricultural land-use (vegetable garden, fruit orchard, millet/grains, spices, fodder).   
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When the mapping of this zone is done, a provision of space can be made for all and any 

potential future infrastructure development.  

Sanctuary Forest Ranger Hut  

In some cases, extensive sanctuary forest stands situated far from the nearest 

homestead could benefit from a night-watchman/presence. A sanctuary ranger hut 

would help protect isolated stands from poaching and tree-felling. It is not situated 

within the homestead and is not a permanent structure. It is mobile and easily 

dismountable. It is accessible only by foot or bicycle. It is a shelter for human presence 

in a specific section of the forest only for as long as it is justified. It is used only for forest 

protection, scientific/wildlife observation and is situated at the fringe of the sanctuary 

forest.  

H.  Management zones: conclusions 

The different zones do not represent a restriction to the forester’s ability to work and 

experiment freely but are the framework for an integrated forest management between 

stewardship blocks. They help the forest stewardship blocks become more financially 

efficient and transparent.  

They could enable the long-term protection of sanctuary forest preserves which can be 

sustained thanks to the output derived from more intensively managed forest zones.   

They would help with the creation of watershed forest zones uniting distinct 

stewardship blocks into a broader management plan, doing great service to the forests 

of Auroville, Auroville at large and the entire region.  

The management zones of each stewardship block are the land-use approved by the 

neighbourhood stewards and the Forest Group. This land-use is the basis of the contract 

between the steward and the Forest Group. Because it reflects management goals for 

the long-term, it cannot be unilaterally amended by the steward.  

As much as this zoning framework is designed for management continuity over 

generations, so is the mandate of the forest steward who is a dedicated but rather brief 

episode of the forest’s life.  

The role and responsibility of the forest steward need to be better understood given the 

increasing number of people wanting to live in the forest, resulting in the creation of 

leafy suburbs in certain forest areas of Auroville. There is also need for more steward 

accountability toward Auroville and the broader environment, and of more 

professionalism in the forester’s work. All too often the management objectives are not 

outlined and in some cases, the presence of the forest steward on the land represents, 

unfortunately, an impediment to the growth of the forest. Biomass over-extraction and 

constant “cleaning” have become common practices.  

The long-term vision of Auroville’s forests is missing with stewards acting in isolation 

without a common goal or shared strategy. Management zones can help solve many of 

these problems by clarifying management goals, increasing efficiency, cooperation and 

steward accountability.  
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The following pages deal with forest stewardship, the role and responsibilities of the 

steward, the criteria for stewardship eligibility and the stewardship application and 

approval procedures.  

II. Auroville’s forests: stewardships 

In terms of species diversity and degree of protection, Auroville’s forests are the best in 

the entire region. Protecting this forest cover, seeing to its steady growth in the long-

term and to its expansion on newly purchased Auroville land, are the mandates of the 

forest steward. This responsibility, however, is not only toward Auroville and its future 

generations. A forest steward is accountable to the entire region: Auroville’s pioneer 

forests are a precious genetic reservoir of flora which will be extremely useful in the 

future. They are a vital habitat for re-emerging wildlife and an effective model of 

regenerated forest on highly degraded land.  

What follows establishes (i) the role and responsibilities of an Auroville forest steward, 

(ii) the qualities expected of him/her and (iii) the process to be followed by any forest 

steward aspirant.  

A. Forest steward responsibilities 

 

a. Land protection 

The forest steward works within the framework of the land-use plan.  

He/she is responsible for Auroville land and must: 

- Be present on the land 

- Be aware of the boundaries of the land 

- Attempt to maintain peaceful relationships with neighbouring land-owners 

- Maintain a perimeter fence (and grow a live-fence) which: 

o Keeps out grazing cows and goats 

o Prevents unwanted wood-cutting and lopping 

o Prevents or dissuades encroachment 

Within the fence, the steward must try to prevent, with the support of neighbours and 

relevant bodies such as the AV security service, the following: 

- Soil/pebble mining 

- Unwanted presence and activity 

- Pollution (waste dumping, use of chemicals, burning) 

- Any development not approved by the steward and the Forest Group, and that is 

contradictory to the agreed-upon land-use plan 

- The building of roads, electricity lines and other large infrastructure 

 

b. Soil and water conservation 

 

- Seek to prevent runoff and the concentration of water into channels and drains 
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- Seek to prevent runoff from entering existing ravines 

- Maintain and restore existing field-bunds and make contour swales (when 

required) to spread the water over the largest surface possible and to ensure 

that rain water travels the shortest distance possible once reaching the ground.  

- Seek to increase percolation   

- Gradually replace evaporation by transpiration  

 

c. Afforestation 

 

- Create a canopy of trees by increasing the proportion of evergreen species in the 

forest, keeping in mind diversity and successional stages 

- Establish evergreen shrubs and undergrowth 

- Create sources of germplasm 

- Promote habitats for wildlife  

- Ideally harvesting of wood should be done at the onset of summer rains giving 

the canopy time to close by the next summer, if applicable 

- Never clear-cut 

- Ideally grow a seed-orchard with key species being reintroduced in the forest  

 

d. Accounts 

- Keep transparent accounts of all transactions pertaining to the maintenance of 

the land under stewardship with a reasonable degree of accuracy of expenditure 

and income 

- Submit accounts on time to the Forest Group as required  

- Use watchmen’s’ budgets efficiently 

 

e. General responsibilities 

- Participation in group activities, maintenance of communication with group 
members 

- Maintain relationships with local neighbours, and be aware that one is 
representing Auroville in these interactions 

- Open to peer review by other members of the Forest Group. 
 

 

B. Forest stewardship eligibility  

Any candidate must: 

- Be Aurovillian 

- Have proven experience of three years with recommendations in forest work. 

(experience alone is not sufficient) and/or 

- Be qualified in a forest discipline (case to case basis) 
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- Be capable of raising funds to maintain the forest – the forest budget is 

insufficient to manage a forest.  

- Be able to live in low-impact housing on site – see “Building Guidelines in the 

Auroville Forest” (to be defined) 

- Use only on site renewable energy sources 

- Agree to abide by the agreed-upon land-use plan 

- Agree to be evaluated by the Forest Group, periodically 

- Agree to vacate the land if a majority of the Forest Group members determine, 

after due process, that the steward has not been executing his/her 

responsibilities as per the guidelines in this stewardship guidelines. 

- Specify the amount of time that they will dedicate to this role such as, but not 

limited to;  

o Part-time forest steward: once a week, check boundaries, pay wages, 

organize annual dead wood cull, seasonal planting, maintain fences, 

mulching, bunding. 

o Half/Full time forest steward: all of the above plus, local seed collection, 

small nursery, more involvement depending on size of area etc… 

o Full time forest steward and representative: all of the above plus, full time 

involvement in the organization of the group, projects, research, 

documentation, representation within other forums or other activities 

which further the objectives of the Auroville Forests as determined by the 

Forest Group. 

 

 

C. Application procedure and stewardship allocation 

The applicant should first verify that he/she meets the requirements mentioned above 

and understands what the duty of forest steward fully implies. If the applicant believes 

the criteria are met, then he/she should contact the Forest Group by providing: 

- back-ground information in some form of a C.V., with experience and ambitions 

- a brief explanation of why he/she would be a good forest steward and the 

motivations  

- recommendations from at least two stewards – verbally or ideally in writing 

The following month, at the next Forest Group meeting, it is decided whether the 

applicant is accepted as a potential steward. If the applicant is accepted, then he/she: 

- is designated care-taker for two years during which neighbouring stewards take 

up the stewardship collectively 

- participates in meetings with the neighbouring stewards to discuss common 

goals and strategies at the scale of the watershed based on the management plan 

- accepts to resign as care-taker if a majority of neighbouring stewards and the 

Forest Group feel he/she is not fit for the job or has deviated from the land-use 

plan 
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- agrees that no investment on the land during the two-year period will be 

automatically reimbursed 

- agrees to not use any investment on the land as an argument in favour of 

stewardship  

- agrees to be reviewed twice a year by neighbouring stewards 

After the two-year period, the Forest Group may, at a minuted Forest Group meeting, 

decide to recommend to the FAMC that the care-taker becomes a steward of forest land. 

In becoming a steward, he/she accepts to be reviewed by neighbouring stewards and 

members of the Forest Group, if concerns are raised. The collective stewardship could 

also be retained on a long term basis. 

All stewards accept to resign if it is felt by both the neighbourhood and the Forest Group 

that they are not upholding their stewardship responsibilities and/or are detrimental to 

their agreed-upon management plan. In such cases where the steward fails to resign, 

and where due process has been followed to determine that the steward is not 

upholding his/her responsibilities as specified in these guidelines, the stewardship of 

the individual concerned may be terminated by the FAMC in consultation with the 

Forest Group. 

 

 

 

I/we                                                                                     _______ agree to the above conditions. 

 

Signed: 

 

Date: 

 

Management plan _____________________________________        ___________________ attached. 

                                              Name of plan                                      Date of plan 
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