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EMERGENCY WORK AT REPOS BEACH – AUROVILLE 
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Satprem Maïni, Lara Davis – Auroville Earth Institute 

 

BACKGROUND 
The erosion of the sand beaches north of Pondicherry is the result of an ecological hazard created by the Pondicherry 
harbour, which has altered the oceanic currents. In 4 months last year, the beach lost about 25 m and Repos lost about 
15 m of land. In November 2012, cyclone Neelam collapsed the café, left a wreck of Sam’s house on the beach and 
endangered Bhaga’s house. At that time, the team of the Auroville Earth Institute (AVEI) managed to safeguard Bhaga’s 
house by providing supports below the exposed foundations and building a retaining wall in front of them. 
 
After the 2012 monsoon, the sea returned a lot of sand to the beach, which covered over the work done by AVEI. This 
year the sea removed this sand again slowly, and during August 2013 the retaining wall built by AVEI was again exposed. 
This prompted a series of emergency measures to prevent the worst from occurring at the beach. 
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SUMMARY OF EMERGENCY MEASURES 
24th August 2013: A team from the Auroville Earth Institute laid 2 to 3 m3 of rubble masonry in front of the exposed 
retaining wall built last year. The sea was violent and waves pummeled the workers, injuring all of us. It was not possible 
that day to cement the masonry work as the waves were still pouring on the rubble and crew. During the night, the sea 
took away all of the rubble that we had laid on the 24th, including beams of half a ton. 
 
24th Aug. to 12th Sept.: Satprem and Lara went to inspect the beach almost every evening, trying to assess what could be 
done and warning Bhaga to move away from her house. On Thursday 12th Sept., it appeared that the sea had taken 2 to 4 
m of land in 3-4 days, endangering Bhaga’s house again by breaking the retaining wall built the previous year. With the 
initiative of one Aurovilian, Pravin, we decided to attempt to protect the beach with oversize sand bags. Auroville was kind 
enough with 2 days notice to allocate 1 Lakhs Rs. for this work, and all materials were purchased the same evening.  
 
Sunday 15th Sept.: In an extraordinary effort, these sand bags were filled by volunteers on Sunday 15th Sept. Satprem, Lara 
and 15 workers from AVEI guided about 50 volunteers to fill bags in front of Bhaga’s house and the white guest house. 
AVEI workers also reinforced the base of some columns of Bhaga’s house, which were exposed by the sea. About 34 
bags were filled that day and they protected these houses well for a week despite the very high seas. 
 
16th to 21st Sept.: The AVEI crew worked to support the foundations of Bhaga and Philippe’s houses, which were regularly 
exposed by the sea. They placed tons of rubble and granite pillars below and around the foundations to protect them. 
 
Sunday 22nd Sept.: Satprem and 2 AVEI masons guided only about 20 volunteers to fill sand bags in front of Philippe’s 
house. Unfortunately, there were not enough people to efficiently protect this house and half of the materials bought for 
this work were not used. 
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WORK DONE 
The system implemented to protect the beach and houses was a seawall built with large polyethylene tubes laid vertically 
along and filled with sand. This kind on “sand bag” filling is normally done horizontally with woven geotextile tubes, which 
are laid on several layers high and several meters deep. In general these kinds of seawalls are done on large scales with 
heavy machinery. Due to the emergency of the situation and the limited means, it had not been possible to supply the 
geotextiles; available only at Chennai or Mumbai, and only hand filling was possible. 
 
In order to link all bags together and to create a single seawall, a gabion was made of sand bags held together with a GI 
fencing mesh. The idea was also to anchor this gabion to the land with some steel rods fixed by the coconut trees in the 
back of Repos. Unfortunately, these steel bars could not be delivered for the Sunday 15th due to the short time to organise 
things. Therefore, the bags filled on the 15th Sept. in front of the white guest house sunk by 1 m in the night of the 
15th/16th. However, they continued to protect the cliff behind and the house for a week of very high and violent waves. 
 
Bags filled on the 15th on the south side of the white guest house slid onto the beach during the night of the 16th because 
they not well laid and not anchored to the beach. Nevertheless, even lying flat on the beach, they still protected the cliff. 
During the night of the 20th, waves jumped above the sand bags laid on the 15th in front of the white guest house. They 
started to erode below the foundations. These bags were not high enough. However, due to lack of volunteers it had not 
been possible to fill more bags on top of the old ones and the house started to collapse during the night of the 22nd/23rd. 
 
All bags filled in front of Bhaga’s house sunk but they were still linked with the rubble accumulated to protect the 
foundation. The waves were always very hard on this protection and they were often jumping above it. Therefore seawater 
was splashing against the foundation, regularly eroding the sand below and making the house settling and sinking slowly. 
As a result the AVEI team had regularly to bring tons of rubble and support the exposed foundations. Slowly, the front of 
the house started to sink and finally the front façade, which cantilevered 1.5m beyond the columns supporting it, 
collapsed in the night of the 22nd/23rd Sept. 
 
During the night of the 18th, waves started to erode the sand below the foundations of Philippe’s house. This prompted the 
AVEI team to support these foundations with tons of rubble which were carried in wheelbarrows in the sand from up to 
200 m distance. As no wave breaker was laid in front of the house, the sea kept on eroding the sand below. This justified 
the 2nd “sand bag party” on Sunday 22nd. Unfortunately, only about 20 volunteers showed up. Therefore, there was not 
enough manpower this day to do an effective work. Half of the materials bought for this work were not used and the house 
could not be well protected: The south side was well protected with a well done seawall but the front and north sides were 
left incomplete due to the lack of labour. Therefore wave will keep eroding the sand below foundations and the house 
might collapse in a few days. 

COST 
The cost for the sand bags work came to ~1.1 Lakh Rs. The cost for the masonry work came to ~22,000 Rs. About 
20,000 Rs. of materials were left over, as there were not enough volunteers to work on 22nd Sept. Rs. Therefore 1.52 
Lakhs Rs. were disbursed. Auroville contributed for 139,810 Rs. and 12,000 Rs. were paid by a donation from Bhaga. 
Therefore the cost per running meter of sand bags (2 m high) came to ~2,000 Rs./m including about 25% for the 
workers cost. The sea took some tools brought by AVEI and damaged the AVEI camera, worth more than one Lakhs Rs. 

CONCLUSION 
In 24 years that I am living in Auroville, we have never seen the sea so violent. The following photos show clearly that the 
sand bags helped against the erosion and delayed the problem. For a week, these sand bags very effectively protected the 
cliff and the white guest house. Wherever there were no sand bags, the sea eroded up to 5 m in a week. However the 
main limitation of this system was that it was not possible to fill enough bags. This kind of work, to be efficient, needs a 
lot of mass of material, both in width and in height. Due to lack of manpower it had not been possible to do it. 

In any case this was a worthwhile effort; after one week of extremely high and violent waters, the beach was relatively 
protected. I believe that with hundreds of volunteers, it could have been possible to build a seawall of 3 m high and 10 m 
wide on the entire length of Repos. Nevertheless, this system may only have postponed the problem by a few months, 
until the next cyclone or a heavy sea, because it would not have been large and heavy enough for the waves. 
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This work accomplished by the AVEI team and all of the volunteers ultimately has not able to prevent the loss of the three 
houses at the beach. The white house and Bhaga’s house have however been demolished in a controlled manner to 
reduce the contamination of the beach. Philippe’s house will likely have to be demolished soon. However, our effort has 
demonstrated: one, the strength of the Auroville community to come together and work towards a solution to save the 
beach, and two, that the beach can still be protected if this technique can be financed and deployed at the scale of works 
done by specialised companies like Tencate. 
 
This company implemented such large scale protection of beaches and shorelines with large geotextile tubes of 3.5 m 
wide and 2.5 m high, 25 m long, weighing between 350 to 400 tons each. I believe that only this solution could save the 
beach if it was implemented on the entire the length of Repos. This company is still to send us a report and proposal but a 
very approximate cost estimate would come to 1 Crores Rs. (~165,000 USD) for a tube line of 300m for Repos. 
http://smartsite.tencate.com/6706/TenCate/Geosynthetics/Region-Asia/English/TenCate-Geosynthetics-
Asia/Applications/Marine-Structures 

 

PHOTO REPORT 
The following photos show the evolution of the work and the damages to the beach. They are grouped in four categories: 
Work on Bhaga’s house, the white guest house, work on Philippe’s house, and evolution of the land. 
 
 

BHAGA’S HOUSE 

Most of the masonry work happened on Bhaga’s house. Tons of materials were brought mostly by the Auroville Earth 
Institute team to secure the house last November and this September. 

 

 
Situation on the 13th September 

 

 
Retaining wall built last year cracked on the 13th Sept. 

 

 
Filling sand bags on 15th September 

 

 
Filling sand bags on 15th September 

 

http://smartsite.tencate.com/6706/TenCate/Geosynthetics/Region-Asia/English/TenCate-Geosynthetics-Asia/Applications/Marine-Structures
http://smartsite.tencate.com/6706/TenCate/Geosynthetics/Region-Asia/English/TenCate-Geosynthetics-Asia/Applications/Marine-Structures


Page 4 of 12 

 
Supporting the exposed foundation 

 

 
Filling sand bags on 15th September 

 

 
Tightening the GI fencing mesh to hold the sand bags 

 

 
Waves breaking on Auroville Earth Institute workers 

 

 
Auroville Earth Institute workers laughing from their shower 

 

 
Situation at Bhaga’s and the white house on 16th Sept. 

 

 
Situation on Bhaga’s on 16th Sept. 

 
Situation on Bhaga’s and the white house on 17th Sept. 
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Situation on the house on 17th Sept. 

 
Masonry work on the 17th to support exposed foundations  

 
Masonry work on the 18th Sept. 

 
Column’s foundation repaired on the 20th Sept. 

 
AVEI workers moving tons of materials in the sand 

 
Dumping tons of rubble to protect the foundations 

 
Front wall collapse on the 23rd morning, 

due to collapse of the cantilevered beams 

 
Situation on the 23rd September morning 
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WHITE GUEST HOUSE 

This house was well protected for a week due to bags filled on the 15th Sept. by the volunteers. Nevertheless, they sunk by 
1 m during the following night due to heavy waves. During the night of the 20th waves jumped above the sand bags and 
started to erode the sand below the foundations of the house. It was not possible to safeguard this house as there not 
enough volunteers on the 22nd: no sand bags were filled to prevent waves from eroding the sand. 

  
Volunteers having fun filling sand bags on the 15th Sept. 

  
Volunteers having fun filling sand bags on the 15th Sept. 

 
Sand bags protecting the house till the 20th Sept. 

 
Sea jumped above sand bags on the night of the 20th/21st  

 
Exposed foundations on the 22nd morning 

 
Collapsed house on the 23rd morning 
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PHILLIPPE’S HOUSE 

The sea took about 3 m of land in front of this house in 2 days and exposed the foundation on the 18th. This prompted the 
AVEI team to support these foundations with tons of rubble which were carried in wheelbarrows in the sand from up to 
200 m distance. On Sunday 22nd Sept. about 20 volunteers, guided by two AVEI masons and Satprem filled sand bags to 
protect the house. The south side was well protected but unfortunately there were not enough volunteers to fill sand bags 
for protecting the front and the north side. 

 
Foundations exposed on the 18th morning 

 

 
Masonry to support the foundations and rings to protect it 

 

 
Situation on the 22nd with wave breaking on foundations 

 

 
Filling sand bags with volunteers on 22nd Sept. 

 
Volunteers filling bags and having fun in water 

 

 
Waves breaking on volunteers filling bags 

 



Page 8 of 12 

 
Volunteers filling bags 

 

 
AVEI worker supporting the exposed foundation 

 

 
Sand bag well filled on the south side 

 

 
Sand bags in the front: 

Not enough for protection due to lack of manpower 

  
Sand bag on the 23rd morning: they protected well the cliff and house 

 

  
Sea dug below the foundations on 23rd: Not enough sand bags in front to protect them, due the lack of manpower 
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Situation on the 24th: Sea eroded severely the foundations 

which were not protected by the sand bags 
 

 
Fury of the waves on the 24th against the foundations 

 

  
Sand bag well filled on the south side: they are still protecting the building on the 24th Sept. 
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REPOS LAND 

From the 9th to 13th Sept., the sea took 3 m, collapsing a few coconut trees and collapsing the land between Bhaga’s 
house and the white guest house. This statement prompted to try to protect the houses and the cliff with sand bags. 
 
The latter protected the white house well for 5 days, until waves jumped above them. Elsewhere, where the sand bags 
were not laid, the sea took up to 5-6 m in a week. 
 

  
Situation on the 13th Sept. 

 

 
Sand bags protecting the cliff, 
even lying flat on the beach 

 
Wave beating the well on the 17th, 

still protected by sand bags 
 

 
Land on the 18th Sept. 

 
Land on the 20th Sept. 
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Land on the 22nd Sept.: Up to 5 m lost in one week 

 

 
Well fully exposed on the 23rd morning 

 

 
Waves splashed on top of the land near the banyan 

during the night of the 22nd/23rd 

 
Situtation on the 24th: 

6.5 m eroded in front of Philippe’s house in 10 days 

 
Mangroves protected well the cliff for a week only 

 

 
Mangroves did not withstand the wave’s fury 

 

 
The banyan will no sustain the fury of waves 
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Profile of the land at Repos on 24th September 2013:  

It lost up to 6.5 m in 10 days and the beach totally lost ~46m since 2009 


