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A DHOW MADE 
FROM PLASTIC?

The Flipflopi Project plans to turn 
discarded and washed up plastic 
collected along Kenya’s coast 

and transform it into a traditional – 
yet high-tech – 60ft Swahili dhow. And 
that’s not all. They then plan to sail 
this plastic dhow from Kenya to Cape 
Town. Since no one has ever built a 
dhow entirely from plastic waste and 
no one has ever sailed a dhow down 
the Indian Ocean and around the Cape 
of Good Hope, this project incorporates 
two world firsts. 

Plastic pollution is clearly a crucial 
environmental issue. Global plastic 
production currently stands at 311 
million tonnes annually, of which 
12.2 million tonnes enters the marine 
environment every year. Since a third of 
all plastic is used once then thrown away, 
and a plastic bag takes approximately 
500 years to degrade, this problem isn’t 
going to go anywhere fast. 

Founder Ben Morison and a team of 
volunteers, wanting to draw people’s 
attention to these devastating facts, 

came up with this innovative and 
daring plan. By building and sailing 
this dhow, they want to increase 
awareness of plastic pollution and to 
inspire people around the world to 
campaign to end single-use plastic. A 

great project indeed – but can it work? 
We at Safarilink went to Lamu to speak 
to Ali Skanda, the traditional boat 
builder responsible for bringing this 
plan to fruition and producing a dhow 
made entirely from recycled plastic. 

FEATURE

One million seabirds and 100,000 marine mammals die every year from plastic pollution.
Here’s how one innovative team are trying to combat the problem.



19 OCT – DEC 2017 ISSUE 27

Im
ag

e:
 T

am
ar

a 
B

ri
tt

en

What did you think when the team 
approached you?
At first I wondered how we were going 
to do it. But then I realised anything is 
possible. 

How did you start?
We’re using everything, and trying 
everything. The next stage will be to 
test the dhow in the water. Inshallah, 
we’ll sail it to Zanzibar before the end 
of this year. The first challenge is to 
prove its strength.

Where do you get all the plastic?
We’re working with a number of 
hotels, companies and marine 
based organisations that have been 
collecting discarded plastic and flip-
flops for years. With them, we do 
beach cleaning on environmental 

days. We were inspired by the work of 
Julie Church, founder of Ocean Sole, to 
cover the entire boat in multi-coloured 
flip-flops so it will stand out on the 
seas. Years ago, I went with Julie to 
Washington DC where Julie donated 
some striking plastic sculptures and I 
donated my dhow to the Smithsonian, 
where it’s still on display. The flip-flop
plates are being made by Benson 
Gitari, a local artist in Diani, with flip-
flops the Diani community, including 
The Sands at Nomad and Dive the 
Crab, have collected on the beach.

How do you make the keel and the 
planks?
Most of the plastic is collected 
around Watamu and Malindi by street 
collectors, as well as through the 
Watamu Marine Association, and sent 
to a recycling factory in Malindi called 
Regeneration Africa. They have a 
melting machine and a small crushing 
machine, with which they’re making 
the keel, the ribs and the planks. A 
few of the other parts are being made 
in Nairobi. 

What’s the biggest challenge you’ve 
met so far?
It’s tough finding the right density 
and strength of the ribs and planks. 
Every part of a boat has a different 
stability, and the keel needs to be the 
strongest part, but we’re still finding 

some weakness inside: some holes and 
some bubbles. I’ve looked at different 
types of plastic and I know it’s possible, 
but we needed a professional engineer 
to make that calculation for us. Now 
Leonard Schurg, a qualified engineer, 
is helping us and we’re confident about 
the process. 

How have you designed the dhow?
I’m mixing the styles of the old and 
the new, the styles of the Lamu dhows 
and those from Mozambique, and I’m 
adding more comfort. I’m not using 
nails – the dhow is held together with 
ropes and pegs. I didn’t want to simply 
follow traditional styles, but to make 
something unique by combining the 
styles that work. 

What do you hope to prove by this?
We want to send a message to the 
world about how we must protect our 
ocean and save our lives. We need to 
be aware of how we’re damaging the 
world with plastic. If we want a smooth 
life and a better world, we need to 
handle plastic in a positive way. We 
have to reuse and recycle it to avoid 
harming the Earth.
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Interview with Ali Skanda




