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An educational and replicable model for living in harmony with nature 

 

�
Situated on the undeveloped eastern banks of the Holy River Ganges 

Varanasi, India 

 

This project is an educational and environmental initiative of the SonoMa Ashram, in Sonoma, Ca, USA, 

a 501(c)3 non-profit organization, tax ID # 94-3151595. For more information, please send email to: 

info@sonomaashram.org or visit us on the web at www.sonomaashram.org 



MISSION 

The mission of Bal Ashram’s new educational Eco-Park is to foster and promote eco-friendly 

practices by creating an environment that uses the latest innovative green technologies in a 

refreshing, educational setting, in the heritage city of Varanasi, India. We see Bal Ashram’s Eco-

Park as a model that could be propagated throughout India and the world. 

 

THE ECO-PARK PROJECT 

The Aghoreshwar Bhagwan Ram Bal Ashram, in Varanasi, India, with the participation of 

SonoMa Ashram, in California, USA, has purchased a three acre plot of land on the 

undeveloped eastern bank of the Holy River Ganges, across from the site of Bal Ashram, with 

the intention of building an educational Eco-Park. We are reaching out to our friends for much 

needed financial support to acquire the 15 acres adjacent to this piece for initiation of the 

project.  

 

 



HIGHLIGHTS OF THE EDUCATIONAL ECO-PARK PROJECT 

·  Holding classes to increase environmental awareness 

·  Offering programs to educate and give practical support to local eco-initiatives 

·  Welcoming groups of school children day long visits to learn about the environment and 

the importance of ecologically sound practices (an estimated 20,000 students will visit 

the park each year) 

·  Offering residencies for experts from India and other countries to bring “best practice”  

models to Varanasi, a showcase of the latest technologies like alternative energy models,  

waste management, recycling, composting, etc. 

·  Holding renewable energy education seminars 

·  Fostering of sustainability practices, cultivation of native plants for landscape use and in 

coordinated, large-scale, habitat restoration projects along the riverbanks and in the 

grasslands of the flood plain (we envision involving college students in this project) 

·  Saving and farming the traditional organic Ayurvedic herbs at risk of extinction 

 

 



MEETING THE CURRENT NEED 

Bal Ashram’s new educational Eco-Park will address multiple urgent needs within the city of 

Varanasi: 

·  Currently, Varanasi children and schools have virtually no access to clean, beautiful 

outdoor recreational spaces.  Hence we will dedicate part of the Eco-Park to addressing 

the urgent need of Varanasi school groups for new recreational areas, including playing 

fields and nature trails.  

·  Some Varanasi schools are also beginning to incorporate environmental education 

modules into their curricula.  The Bal Ashram Eco-Park will complement these welcome, 

nascent efforts by offering school groups and other Varanasi residents the opportunity to 

observe and actually work with the sustainable technologies that we will be 

demonstrating on-site.  

·  At a later stage in the development of the Eco-Park, we will draw on the experience of 

adult environmental education programs worldwide, including the many outstanding 

green educational initiatives underway in the Bay Area of California, to develop 

programs to inspire, motivate, train and assist household and neighborhood scale 

environmental-clean-up and sustainability initiatives across the city.  

·  Finally, with quiet green space almost non-existent within Varanasi, much of the new 

Eco-Park will be landscaped with areas of shade trees as well as flowered gardens, 

recreating a small semblance of the former Varanasi “Forest of Bliss,”  and thereby 

providing quiet, beautiful areas for walking, inner replenishment, and outdoor spiritual 

practice. 

 



RESIDENTS AND STAFF 

The Eco-Park will provide housing for a small number of resident workers using cutting-edge, 

affordable, green architectural design, including such technologies as passive solar cooling and 

heating, energy-efficient cooking with biogas produced on-site, as well as recycling and reuse 

of household waste. We envision a garden producing organic fruits and vegetables, cultivating 

Ayurvedic medicinal herbs, as well as providing a reforested park land and recreational areas 

for the citizens and visitors to Varanasi.   

 

INVOLVING LIKE-MINDED NGO’S 

To identify green technologies that are culturally, ecologically and economically well-adapted 

to addressing Varanasi’s needs and circumstances, we will draw upon the practical research 

experience of other NGO’s in India and worldwide, such as: 

 

·  India-based Honey Bee Network 

·  Volunteers in Technical Assistance 

·  Rocky Mountain Institute 

·  Global Eco-Villages Network 

·  UK Network for Alternative Technology & Technology Assessment (NATTA) 

·  Intermediate Technology Development Group.  

 

We will also offer residencies to experts from India and other nations in sustainable, culturally 

appropriate technologies. 

 

 

 

 

 



A BIGGER VISION: THE “ FOREST OF BLISS”  REBORN ALONG THE 

ENTIRE FIVE-MILES OF VARANASI  RIVERSIDE 

By itself, a new 18 acre Eco-Park will be a notable addition to the city as a whole. However, we 

will also strive to have our Eco-Park project inspire even more ambitious efforts to preserve and 

ecologically re-landscape additional portions of the eastern Varanasi riverside as a reborn Forest 

of Bliss. We envision the regenerated Forest of Bliss as a combination park, badly needed 

recreation site, ecological teaching center, a serene site for outdoor spiritual practice. Ideally, 

the reborn Forest of Bliss would be at least 200 meters wide, running along the entire five miles 

of riverbank facing the city of Varanasi. 

 

 

The prospect of a large, reborn Forest of Bliss is ambitiously visionary, especially given the 

substantial dysfunctionality of Varanasi as a modern urban landscape.  Yet stranger things have 

happened in history. Consider, for example, that most great western cities – London, Paris, San 

Francisco, etc. – have large urban park areas. New York City’s 843-acre Central Park was 

established in the 1850’s when America was a developing country, there was considerable 



poverty, and urban government was often marred by corruption. The original impetus came 

from wealthy merchants and landowners. The or iginal centur ies old Forest of Bliss on the 

western bank of the Ganges is completely urbanized while, across the r iver, the eastern 

bank is threatened by imminent development. Interest and funding is sought to br ing 

these visionary initiatives to fruition. 

 

 

 

 
FUNDING NEED 

The immediate funding need of the Bal Ashram Eco-Park project is for $700,000 USD to 

acquire 15 acres of land adjacent to the 3 acres we have recently purchased. A running 

balance of $50,000 in the project account throughout the year 2008 would facilitate gradual 

acquisition of the individual parcels which belong to different owners. Time is of the 

essence as this land on the eastern bank of the Ganges is threatened by imminent 

development. 



ABOUT SONOMA ASHRAM 

SonoMa Ashram was founded in 1990 by Baba Harihar Ramji (Babaji) to bring the ancient 

teachings of the Aghor tradition to the West from India. Babaji was educated at Banaras Hindu 

University and in Berkeley, California. He ran his own very successful travel business before 

following the instruction of his guru to set up the Ashram. All activities of the SonoMa Ashram 

are administered by Sri Sarveshwari Samooh, USA, a 501(c)(3), tax-exempt, nonprofit 

educational and service organization. 

 

Situated in Sonoma, California, on an 2.5 acre site, the SonoMa Ashram has grown to 

accommodate a small live-in population and a community of approximately 1000 supporters/ 

devotees all over the US (for more detailed information please visit www.sonomaashram.org). 

 

A central spiritual discipline of the Aghor tradition is seva, or selfless service. The Ashram’s 

primary service project is Bal Ashram in the holy city of Varanasi, India, where children without 

parents find a loving home and high quality education. It has become home to 18 boys now 

thriving in the care of this community. Bal Ashram also serves as a place where youth from the 

West can visit and be of service. Many ground breaking environmental initiatives have been 

started at Bal Ashram – composting, recycling, solar-powered cooking – which serve as an 

example and inspiration to others. 

 

Babaji’s vision has always been to draw from the best of the East and the best of the West. Both 

Sonoma Ashram and Bal Ashram provide a perfect bridge between the two cultures, welcoming 

visitors of all traditions and providing a place of retreat and serenity. 

 

Babaji has an abiding passion for developing and encouraging environmentally sound practices 

at both ashrams, and for introducing these practices in India where environmental 

consciousness is in its infancy and the lack of waste management threatens to overwhelm the 

fragile eco-structure. This passion, coupled with a desire to instill these values in the next 

generation of India’s children, has led to this new project on the eastern bank of the 

Ganges in India – an educational Eco-Park in Varanasi, and a green belt along the r iver.  
 



 
The children of Bal Ashram and volunteers arriving to Bal Ashram after a boat ride on the Ganges River 

 
CHARITABLE, TAX-DEDUCTIBLE DONATIONS 

In the USA: checks can be made out to “Samooh Relief Fund”  and mailed to: Sonoma Ashram, PO Box 950, 

Sonoma, CA 95476     USA 

In India: checks can be made out to: “Aghor Guru Seva Peeth”   and mailed to: Aghoreshwar Bhagwan Ram 

Bal Ashram, Mahesh Nagar Colony, Samne Ghat, Nagwa – Lanka, Varanasi, UP 221005    INDIA 

 

All donations are tax deductible as per each country’s tax laws. For more information, please send email to: 

info@sonomaashram.org. 
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PO Box 950 
Sonoma, CA 95476     USA 

707-996-8915  info@sonomaashram.org 
www.sonomaashram.org     www.balashram.org 


