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Have you joined the African 
#PlasticRevolution? Its quest 

is to save our seas from 
the human catastrophe of 

marine litter. Galled by the 
knowledge that 13 million 

tonnes of plastic gets 
pumped into our oceans 

each and every day, 
Carla Hüsselmann 

takes inspiration 
from a team of 

innovative ocean 
activists who are 

committed to 
stemming the 

devastating 
tide of  

the plastic 
menace 
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In a world fi rst, the team has built a 10m 
dhow entirely from 10 tonnes of recycled 
plastic waste collected from local 
beaches and roads. Tens of thousands 
of discarded fl ip-fl ops have also been 
repurposed by local artist Benson Gitari 
to cover the boat – hence its catchy name, 
Flipfl opi. 

Backed by the United Nations 
Environment Programme’s (UNEP) Clean 
Seas campaign, the Flipfl opi is carrying 
a message of hope and action, urging 
Africans to become part of a ‘plastic 
revolution’, explains Dipesh in a Skype 
interview from his home in Nairobi. 
‘We want to raise awareness of the 
destructive nature of single-use plastic 
and teach local communities to recycle. 
We want to show the world that you 
can give plastic a second life and, more 
importantly, that it doesn’t make sense to 
have anything for single-use. Our dhow 
embodies that message. 

‘We see litter as an opportunity: 
employment for waste pickers and 
recyclers, artists making plastic curios 
to sell, and the upcycling of plastic into 
construction materials, all creating the 
perfect circular economy that can be 
replicated in other African communities. 
That is what our expedition is about: 
inspiring each other in a plastic revolution 
and offering the world an African home-
grown solution.’

A FLOATING VISION 
The project began during a surprise 
meeting between old school friends 
three years ago. ‘Ben and I went to 
school together here in Kenya 30 years 
ago and bumped into each other at 
a barbeque,’ relates Dipesh, who runs   

A s the sun rises 
over the island 
town of Lamu off 
Kenya’s northern 

coast, painting pinks, oranges and golds 
across its coral limestone houses, once-
pristine beaches and the Indian Ocean, 
master boat builder Ali Skanda and his 
crew prepare their extraordinary rainbow-
hued dhow, the Flipfl opi, for its maiden 
voyage to Zanzibar. 

Later – following the offi cial launch 
ceremony, a race between plastic waste 
boats built by local children, a rowdy beach 
soccer match and media interviews fi elded 
by the project’s founder Ben Morison 
and project leader Dipesh Pabari – Ali 
will proudly hoist the dhow’s single large 
lateen (triangular) sail, ‘#plasticrevolution’ 
emblazoned across it, and head their 
expedition towards Stone Town. 

Ali is sailing in the footsteps of his 
forefathers, all renowned dhow builders 
who have for generations ensured the 
fortunes of the isolated archipelago of 
Lamu, home to the oldest and best-
preserved Swahili settlement in 
East Africa. As far back as the 14th 
century when Lamu was fi rst established, 
these ancient hand-hewn wooden boats 
would carry silks and spices to harbours 
along the African coast, the Arabian 
peninsula and beyond, cementing Lamu’s 
importance as a port and a melting pot 
of cultural fusion.

But today, Ali’s dhow isn’t carrying 
trade goods or even a fi sherman’s catch. 
In fact, it’s not even constructed from 
wood, but instead from the very thing that 
is threatening Lamu’s environment, its 
people and its commercial survival as a 
tourist destination: seaborne plastic trash. 

Master dhow 
builder Ali Skanda 

gets physical with his 
masterpiece; and fi nal 

brushstrokes are applied 
to Flipfl opi before its 

maiden voyage
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BAD MATHS
These scary stats have been reported by the 
United Nations Environment Programme 

  Half of the plastic we use is single-use 
or disposable.
  We buy 1 million plastic bottles every minute. 
In 2016, 480 billion drinking bottles 
were sold worldwide.
  Every year the world uses up to 5 trillion 
plastic bags.
  Disposable plastic items represent half of 
marine litter.
  Between 60 and 90% of marine litter is made 
up of different plastic polymers. 
  The most common plastic polymers are 
cigarette butts, plastic bags, food and beverage 
containers, and fishing gear. 
  About 13 million tonnes of plastic leak into 
our oceans every year, harming biodiversity, 
economies and, potentially, our own health. 
  More than 99% of plastics are produced 
from chemicals derived from oil, natural gas 
and coal — all of which are non-renewable 
resources. If current trends continue, by 2050, 
the plastic industry could account for 20% of 
the world’s total oil consumption. 
  If current trends continue, there could be 
more plastic than fish in the ocean by 2050. 
  Plastic packaging is not the sole source of 
plastic pollution, however it is the biggest 
application of plastic, with about one third of 
all plastic produced going into packaging.
  Plastic can survive in the environment for up 
to 500 years.
  Recycling plastic takes 88% less energy than 
making new plastic.
  Only 9% of the 9 billion tonnes of all plastic 
ever produced has been recycled. 
  Marine litter costs us approximately $8 billion 
per year. This is in the form of costs for 
fisheries, aquaculture, marine tourism and 
clean-ups.
For more, visit cleanseas.org 
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an outdoor adventure company and 
fi rst got involved in raising awareness 
about the devastating impact of plastic 
waste 14 years ago while working for 
an animal welfare organisation. Back 
then, he was educating communities 
about the dangers of letting goats and 
cows graze on dumpsite plastic. ‘Like me, 
Ben’s a travel entrepreneur who loves 
this country’s beauty and people, but he 
was fi nding it increasingly diffi cult to turn 
a blind eye to the sheer volume of plastic 
choking our coastline. He said he wanted 
to build a 20m dhow made out of recycled 
plastic to raise awareness about this man-
made threat. For Ben, there is no greater 
symbol than the dhow to truly embody the 
tradition, beauty and value that is in Africa. 
I thought his idea was the craziest, most 
ambitious thing I’d ever heard, so I said, 
“Let’s do it!” 

‘Everything you hear from the West 
about Africa is negative, but Ben’s dhow 
was exactly the kind of strong, positive 
symbol our continent needs. We talked 
about capturing hearts and minds by 
showcasing the innovation and sheer spirit 
of Africa and decided we’d only use local 
resources and recycling technology to get 
our positive African message across to 
the world.’

Dipesh says Ali was the obvious choice 
for building the boat, not only because 
his dhow-building skills are famed 
throughout the country and as far as the 
US where one of his dhows is on show at 
the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, 
D.C., but because he is passionate about 
preserving Lamu’s heritage and the 
health of its ocean too. Thankfully, Ali 
was intrigued by the idea and signed 
up immediately, along with local boat 
builders and artists like Benson Gitari, 
who’s renowned for making art out of 
fl ip-fl ops collected on local beaches.   

Making 
beaches cleaner

You needn’t build a boat 
from plastic in order to help 

tackle the devastation wreaked by 
plastic pollution. Contribute time and/or 
money to an ocean guardian organisation 
that conducts beach clean-ups and other 
vital work to help reduce the tide of mess 
that ends up in the ocean. In Cape Town, 
there’s The Beach Co-op (thebeachcoop.

org); and in Durban, there’s Breathe 
Conservation (breatheconservation.

org) and KZN Beach Clean Up 
(kznbeachcleanup.co.za).
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PLASTIC’S SECOND LIFE
Soon, the newly formed team began 
collecting tonnes of plastic waste, 
including bottles and bags, on local 
shores and roads with the help of their 
communities. They also recruited 
Regeneration Africa, a recycling plant, 
to fashion the boat’s parts. But it wasn’t 
all smooth sailing: adapting traditional 
wooden boat-building tools and 
techniques to this strange new material 
proved a challenge, and the team 
was relying on self-funding and small 
donations from family and friends. 

 Although they’d at fi rst envisaged 
building a 20m boat, they scaled down 
their ambitious project and decided to 
build a 10m prototype fi rst to prove 
their concept. German engineer Leonard 
Schürg was brought on board to help 
smooth the divide between traditional 
craftsmanship and modern materials. 

‘We were absolutely determined to 
understand the viability of doing this with 
very rudimentary technology, so that it 
could be replicated at very low cost in 
a very low-tech environment. It had to be 
scalable so that it could be used by local 
communities,’ explains Dipesh. ‘Ultimately, 
it’s not just about a boat – it’s actually not 
about boats at all. If you can make a boat 
that is seaworthy entirely from recycled 
plastic, what can’t you do? Just how stupid 
is it then to throw something away after 
using it only once, when this is what plastic 
is capable of doing?’

Finally, the fi nishing touches came in the 
form of Benson’s colourful repurposed 
fl ip-fl op panels that were used to cover 
the unattractive moulded plastic deck 
and hull of the boat with a playful 
African art element. ‘People can only 
take so many gloomy images of oceans 
and rivers suffocated by plastic pollution. 
We wanted our boat to be fun – to inspire 

and capture people in a unique way. 
Anybody who sees our multi-coloured 
boat will immediately smile and want to 
talk about it,’ says Dipesh.

LAUNCHING THE 
#PLASTICREVOLUTION 
Flipfl opi fi rst launched successfully in 
September last year from Ali’s boat yard, 
and then proved its seaworthiness and 
impact when it travelled 500km along 
the eastern coast of Kenya from Lamu 
to Stone Town with its 16-strong team, 
including two South African volunteer 
fi lmmakers, stopping along the way to 
share plastic waste solutions with school 
children, communities and government 
offi cials. In March, it was transported 
inland on a lorry to take centre stage at 
the United Nations Environment Assembly 
in Nairobi. 

The team is currently securing funds for 
its original vision, the 20m Flipfl opi Kubwa 
(kubwa means ‘large’ in Swahili), which 
is planned to sail about 5 000km to Cape 
Town next year to further spread their 
message globally. It’s the team’s hope 
that if Africans rally around the concept 
of the #Plasticrevolution, our continent 
will avoid taking on the developed world’s 
devastating ‘waste culture,’ Dipesh says. 
‘We really believe that Africa can leapfrog 
this waste culture: we don’t have to 
become like Asia, the largest emitter of 
plastic pollution. The real hero in this 
African story is the mama on the side 
of the road who reuses and recycles 
everything and not the young guy who 
buys a plastic bottle of Coke and throws 
it over his shoulder because that to 
him symbolises being hip and upwardly 
mobile. Reusing and recycling are values 
inherent to Kenyan and African society; it’s 
just a question of realigning ourselves to 
those values.’  

To donate 
expertise or 

money to help fund 
Flipfl opi Kubwa, 

visit 
thefl ipfl opi.com
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10 ACTIONS YOU CAN TAKE TODAY TO SAVE OUR OCEANS
Feeling overwhelmed by the prospect of rescuing our seas from single-use plastics? Aaniyah 
Omardien, director of Cape Town’s � e Beach Co-op (thebeachcoop.org), suggests how you can 
do your bit…

1 Remove one single-use plastic item from your life and challenge yourself to keep reducing 
them, starting with plastic bags, straws and packaging.
2 Don’t buy packaged food, and if it is packaged, ensure that it’s at least recyclable. 
3 Corn starch and other so-called ‘biodegradable’ plastic alternatives are not the solution: 

they don’t degrade on land� ll or wherever they land up. Read the UNEP’s Report, 
Biodegradable Plastics and Marine Litter, for more on this. 
4 Pack your own co� ee cup, water bottle and lunch container when you leave home 

every morning.
5 Smokers: dispose of cigarette butts in bins, instead of on the beach or in parks 

(or anywhere else for that matter – the pavement doesn’t clean itself).
6 Support restaurants and other retailers who are trying to reduce and eliminate plastic.
7 Make your own body scrub, shampoo, toothpaste and deodorant, or else buy package-

free or glass bottled options.
8 Read the recycling codes on all plastic items to understand the recycling options and use 

your local recycling drop-o� .
9 Reduce your waste in general. As Sir David Attenborough says: ‘Don’t waste plastic, don’t 

waste food, don’t waste power – live within your means.’
10 Sign up for beach clean-ups – as a bonus, you’ll be connecting with like-minded people 
and nature! 
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