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Sustainability “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.” (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987) 

 
Course Description 
 
The purpose of this course is to develop each student’s understanding of the role that 
communities play in the face of global changes such as peak oil and climate change. The 
course work and field study experiences offered on this program will help students gain 
the capability to guide and educate others while envisioning a future that encompasses 
the needs of society and reflects the principles of sustainability. This course has been 
created to instill in and teach students a respect for the various approaches needed to 
achieve a more sustainable future. This unique program will help students understand 
how various techniques are being applied in India at the ecovillage of Auroville, while 
simultaneously considering how to assist communities here in the United States through 
the transition to a post petroleum world.  
 
Based in Auroville at Sadhana Forest, each student will study various ways to measure 
and reduce their carbon footprint and demand for energy while experiencing and working 
with indigenous seed and tree planting, contour bunding for water conservation, organic 
gardening, natural building, compost and soil management, and other ecological 
approaches.  Both theory and practice of ecological living and habitat regeneration will 
be emphasized along with community building and personal development. Throughout 
the course there will be opportunities for putting theory into practice and learning 
practical strategies for living in a low energy future. 
 
Course Objectives  
 

• To introduce students to the vision and practices of the larger Auroville 
community, 

• To investigate global environmental trends, problems and solutions, including 
global climate change, and peak oil, by focusing on local and regional examples; 

• To increase our awareness of individual and collective roles in, and impact on, 
local and global ecosystems; 

• To measure and reduce our carbon footprint while in Sadhana Forest and in 
preparation for our lives in the Unites States; 

• To examine the environmental history of, and the influence of culture on, the 
region in terms of engendering effective social change for sustainability; 



• To familiarize ourselves, through immersion, with the ecological systems of the 
local bioregion including plants, soils and geology, watersheds, weather patterns, 
etc.; 

• To determine our shared responsibility towards creating the necessary changes in 
how we think and live in order to build sound ethical and practical foundations for 
a post petroleum world; and 

• To deeply consider the form and function of sustainability, and how local 
communities can adapt to a low energy future 

 
Learning Modalities 
 
The faculty of the Community-Scale Strategies Towards Carbon-Constrained Lifestyles 
course use lectures, discussions, site visits, and hands on projects as key strategies to 
allow each student to develop mastery of course content. 
 
Course Outline 
  
I.  Global Environmental and Resource Related Problems 
 A. Regional Setting: Tamil culture and the Tropical Dry Evergreen Forest 

B. History of Sadhana Forest  
C. Local Environmental Issues – including groundwater recharge, erosion, and    

deforestation 
D. Ecosystem Repair – including erosion control and reforestation 
E. Global Environmental Problems – including water, consumption and waste, 

and population related issues 
            F. Peak Oil and Climate Change – theory and evidence 

      G. Global Resource Concerns – including food and energy related issues 

II. Ecological Footprinting 
A.   Calculation of Personal Ecological and/or Carbon Footprint  
B.   Strategies to Reduce Personal Ecological and/or Carbon Footprint 
C.   The Role of Community in reducing Ecological and/or Carbon Footprint 
D.   Community and Personal Responses to Peak Oil and Climate Change 
 

III. Form and Function of Sustainability 
 A.  Conservation Forestry Including Techniques for Water Conservation, Soil  
       Erosion Control, and Sustainable Forestry  

B.  Natural Building Practices – including design, material selection, and 
traditional  building practices 

 C.  Waste and Water Related Issues  
 D.  Transportation Infrastructure and Modes of Travel 
 E.  Energy Sources (regional and local) and Use 
 F.  Food Production and Diet 

  
IV. Community Adaptation (in Tamil Nadu and the U.S) 

A. Community Structure and Governance 
B. Land Use Patterns and Planning 
C. Infrastructure and Services 
D. Adaptation to Global Issues 



E. Village dynamics and collaboration 
 
Course Location 
 

The mission of Sadhana Forest is the reforestation of 70 Acres of severely eroded 
Tropical Dry Evergreen Forest in Tamil Nadu, India. This forest type is found only in 
South India and Sri Lanka (only 0.01% of the original habitat remains) and provides rare 
biological richness due to its very high species abundance. The Sadhana Forest 
community, founded in 2003 by Aviram and Yorit Rozin, pumps water by hand, prepares 
vegan meals, powers itself via solar panels, and is comprised of simple thatched huts 
(built by community members) and a beautiful natural swimming hole.  Many claim it 
reflects an experience of what the community of Auroville was like 30 years ago during 
its pioneering days. Sadhana Forest enjoys strong community spirit and excellent and 
cooperative relationships with neighboring Tamil people. 
 
Course Format and Requirements 
 
During this twenty-one days we will be in India the class will have a daily itinerary that 
will include a combination of physical work and discussions and/or trips into the field to 
visit projects.  There will also be a designated discussion period, led by the students, to 
share and summarize what they have learned during that day’s activities.  The schedule 
for a typical day is as follows: 
 

5:45am   -  Wake up  
6:00am   -  Meditation and Chanting (optional) 
6:30am   -  Work in the forest 
8:30am   -  Breakfast 
9:30am   -  Group Work  
11:30am -  Free time 
12:30pm -  Lunch 
1:30pm   - Class lectures, discussions and project based activities 
6:00pm   -  Dinner 
7:30pm   -  Free time  

 
Each student will also be required to participate in community chores and projects on a 
weekly basis. Students will also be encouraged to use their “free time” to take advantage 
of opportunities that become available, and experience aspects of the area that interest 
them most.  Sadhana Forest is a very dynamic place so the schedule will be kept 
somewhat flexible and updated daily so the class can participate in relevant opportunities 
that become available. 
 
Course Requirements  
 
Active Participation – 30% of final grade 
 
Each student will be expected to participate in all of the activities scheduled by the 
instructor.  Each of these activities presents an opportunity for learning and will 
contribute to the students overall grade. 
 



Course readings and discussion  – 30% of final grade 
 
All students are required to have familiarity with the course readings and actively 
participate in class discussions.  In addition, each student is expected to have read the 
texts prior to arriving at Sadhana Forest so they can fully participate in the course. 
 
Low Energy Communities Paper – 40% of final grade 
 
This paper (8-10 pages) will address an issue related to the community dimensions of 
sustainable development, and must be submitted by the last day at Sadhana Forest. In 
your introduction (two pages) please explain how your experience at Sadhana Forest has 
altered your view of sustainability.  Then explain how you think communities could 
reduce their carbon footprint, demand for energy, and overall ecological impact by 
working to become more sustainable.  The content of the paper should reflect a deep 
understanding of the course texts, class discussions, and your experiences at Sadhana 
Forest.  
 
Grading 
 
In all Living Routes programs we actively promote multiple means of evaluation and 
authentic assessment including student self-assessment, peer assessment, faculty-student 
debriefs and rubrics.  In order for students to receive credit for this program through the 
University of Massachusetts, the faculty must submit a letter grade and written evaluation 
of each student’s learning.  

 
Course Texts 
 
Merkel.  Radical Simplicity: Small Footprints on a Finite Earth 
 
Lerch, Daniel.  Post Carbon Cities: Planning for Energy and Climate Uncertainty. 
 
Jackson and Svensson.  Ecovillage Living. 
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