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The dhow is 
a traditional sailing 

vessel of Arabic 
origin. They’ve 
sailed the east 
coast of Africa 
for centuries, 
connecting 

continents and 
enabling trade.
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IN-FLIGHT FLIP FLOPI



Did you know that  
all fares now include  
a light snack and  
your first checked  
bag (23kg).

L amu. The island’s name conjures up images of gentle, 
warm waves and pale, powdery sand. Perhaps you catch 
the hint of exotic spices on the light breeze, carried by 
dhows across those very waves for centuries. But reality is 

a rude wake-up call. Lamu is the victim of ever-increasing plastic waste, 
carried by currents from Asia and deposited on its dreamy shores. 

In a beach cleanup organised by local residents over a period of 
four months, Lamu’s beaches yielded 30 tonnes of plastic. About  
7 tonnes of this plastic waste was flip-flops. You know the ones: 
those cheap and cheerful thonged slip-on shoes worn by over 3 billion 
people across the planet. 

Waste from across the ocean is clogging this idyllic island, as it is 
many other beaches. But this Unesco World Heritage Site is barely 
a pinhead on the planet and will surely suffocate unnoticed.

Enter Ben Morison, a specialised African tourist operator who 
was raised in Kenya. Ben was so angered by the plastic litter he 
encountered on the lovely beaches of Zanzibar that his first instinct 
was to glue it all together and return to sender. Bumping into an old 
school friend, Dipesh Pabari, at a barbecue in Nairobi, Ben discussed 
his idea. He chose his audience well – Dipesh had long been a little 
obsessed in seeing what he could create out of the flip-flops and 
plastic waste he gathered on his own beach walks. #PlasticRevolution 
was born in the best African tradition – a few friends gathered around 
a fire discussing their ideas to make change happen. A big idea, too. In 
fact, 60 foot big! 

What better way to change mindsets about single-use plastic than to 
use a dhow, made from 60 tonnes of recycled plastic and 200 000 flip-
flops, to sail around the Cape of Good Hope – a feat no dhow has ever 
achieved. The dhow is a traditional sailing vessel with Arabic origins. 
It has sailed along the east coast of Africa, as well as the Indian Ocean, 
for centuries. It’s also been instrumental in connecting continents and 
enabling trade. Dhow design hasn’t changed much since they started 
being used some 2 000 years ago, barring a few cultural variances. 

FLIP-FLOP FOLKS
Flip-flops are worn around the world, which is why there 
are so many to be found in the ocean. They’re known by 
the following names:

NEW ZEALAND  jandals
SOUTH AFRICA plakkies
JAPAN   zōri 
BRAZIL  chinelos
POLAND    japonki
SOMALIA   dacas
HAWAII   slippers
ITALY   infradito
GHANA   charlie wote
RUSSIA   vietnamki

Hailing from a long line of master dhow builders, Ali Skanda leapt on 
board to devote time, skills and money to the project. Ali donated one 
of his dhows to the Smithsonian National Museum in Washington DC 
and has many commissions to build more dhows. Design Engineer 
Leonard Schürg arrived in Kenya from the Netherlands in 2016 and, 
like Ali, joined the #PlasticRevolution fold. The two of them have 
collaborated and are using their specialist skills to do what nobody has 
done before – building a traditional dhow, using traditional methods, 
from recycled plastic. And yes, they’re ensuring it is seaworthy and 
capable of sailing round the unruly Cape seas that churn around the 
tip of the continent!

Benson Gitari, an artist living in Diani, is known for his strong 
environmental conscience. He has spent years leading beach cleanups 
and teaching children about the dangers of flip-flops in the ocean. 
Building impressive animal statues from flip-flops isn’t new to him, 
but making hundreds of colouful flip-flop plates to encase the dhow 
in vibrant shingles excites him tremendously. There are many others in 
the team volunteering their time and energy in this madcap adventure 
that truly represents the best of Africa: innovative solutions to 
a massive global problem.

With no template or plan to follow, it makes sense to build a 
prototype and test the emerging theories. The team built a 21-foot 
smaller scale model and the world’s first 100% recycled plastic sailboat 
launched successfully in September to both national and international 
acclaim. Pushed by the stiff sea breeze, the FlipFlopi dhow cut a 
colourful swathe across the waves on her maiden voyage and the 
boat builders declared her ready to begin a series of sea trials. They 

These men are doing what has 
never been done before: using 
their specialist skills to build a 
traditional dhow, using 
traditional methods, from 
recycled plastic. And ensure 
that it is seaworthy. 

IN-FLIGHT FLIP FLOPI
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have ambitious plans for the dhow once 
she’s passed the trials – in early 2019 
FlipFlopi will set sail from Lamu and 
travel 500km south to Zanzibar, 
stopping along the way to spread 
the #PlasticRevolution message 
to schools and communities. The 
prototype FlipFlopi’s colourful 
coat has the potential to change 
mindsets and lead the charge to find 
solutions to the plastic plague. 

There are, of course, many steps and 
obstacles between having an idea and 
making it a reality and the FlipFlopi dhow 
team have already encountered more than 
their fair share. Dipesh says that they’ve faced 
a steep learning curve over the past two years and 
encounter new challenges daily.. The biggest headache, 
however, is a familiar one – money. 

The FlipFlopi Expedition and #PlasticRevolution have received 
press coverage from around the world which has created tremendous 

Turning waste into promise: How you  
can support the FlipFlopi Expedition
www.theflipflopi.com
twitter.com/theflipflopi
www.instagram.com/theflipflopi/
www.facebook.com/theflipflopi
http://www.theflipflopi.com/donate/

interest in the project. They’ve even been contacted 
by Indonesians wanting to build a traditional Balinese boat 

along the same principles. Regrettably, the interest hasn’t translated 
into funding for the FlipFlopi Expedition and they therefore now focus 
on crowdfunding to raise funds. Without $350 000, the FlipFlopi dhow 
won’t be built, or sail the coast of East Africa, stopping along the 
way to spread the message about single-use plastic and keeping our 
oceans clean. It won’t dock in Cape Town harbour and bear witness 
to how plastic is filling our oceans, polluting our beaches, strangling 
sealife, and affecting our food chain. And that romantic beach 
honeymoon will become a thing of the past.

The FlipFlopi Expedition is a model of recycling, teaching and 
good old-fashioned adventure – the millenium equivalent of ancient 
expeditions to explore unknown continents. We no longer need to find 
out what is on the other side of the world, but Google can’t clean up 
our oceans or invent uses for recycled plastic – only audacious, bold 
thinkers and doers can challenge humanity to change their behaviour. 
What role will you play in enabling this world-first to happen?  

  #PLASTICREVOLUTION 
WAS BORN IN THE BEST 

AFRICAN TRADITION 
– A FEW FRIENDS 

GATHERED AROUND A 
FIRE DISCUSSING THEIR 

IDEAS TO MAKE CHANGE 
HAPPEN. A BIG IDEA, TOO. 

IN FACT, 60-FOOT BIG! 

IN-FLIGHT
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