
THE
 

Project
The Flipflopi project has teamed up with CORDIO East 
Africa, the University of Northumbria and the University 
of Portsmouth to tackle marine ecosystem health and 
sustainability challenges by combining indigenous 
knowledge with modern innovation by constructing 
traditional sailing and motorised vessels from plastic 
waste. The project is called Mitigating Plastic Pollution 
through Heritage Boat Building.

https://www.theflipflopi.com/
https://cordioea.net/
https://cordioea.net/
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/
https://www.port.ac.uk/research/themes/sustainability-and-the-environment/revolution-plastics
https://www.port.ac.uk/research/themes/sustainability-and-the-environment/revolution-plastics


SMEP is funded by UKAid and is implemented in partnership with the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), providing Technical Assistance to the 
programme.

The project is leveraging results from a baseline study to map the impacts of marine litter across the Lam 
Archipelago in the Western Indian Ocean and establish a first-of-its-kind plastic waste Material Recovery Facility 
and a Heritage Boat building training and manufacturing centre. The innovative interventions will promote 
livelihood opportunities while also cleaning the environment, concentrated on this UNESCO World Heritage 
Site. The project involves collaborating with coastal residents, organisations, authorities, local businesses, 
and a consortium of interdisciplinary experts to reduce, collect and transform plastic waste into a construction 
material for boatbuilding.

Crushing in combination with a blower (to process the sorted plastic 
into flakes in a streamlined process).

Extruding plastic into different moulds utilising a carousel and a water-
cooling tower (to enable high productivity of continuous production 
of varying timber profiles)

Building and testing manual balers for PET (to test the viability of 
processing and selling PET in bailed form) – these will be provided 
to the waste collection and buy-back centres on the island to enable 
them to compact the PET bottles and get them ready for buyers.

Water filtering systems (to make the most use of the water before 
discharging it).

Flipflopi has advanced several solutions on the 
ground to utilise the plastics wastes from the Lamu 
archipelago as feedstock for boat building materials 
or onward sale to plastics waste purchasers and has 
implemented and tailed solutions: 

Selection for SMEP Funding 

Mitigating plastic pollution through Heritage Boat building is based on a successful prototype development, 
which in 2018 resulted in the world's first traditional sailing dhow made in Lamu; out of 7 tonnes of waste 
plastic collected from Kenya's shores and towns and covered in about 30,000 discarded flip flops (slippers). With 
funding through the SMEP Programme, the expansion of the Heritage Boat building is planned – thus providing 
alternative materials to the hardwoods currently used in construction. The funding also enables the project to 
collate data for more informed decision making, conduct R&D to improve and scale our product, build a training 
centre to develop the capacity of local community members to lead circular initiatives, solidify a business case 
and begin to market products and services and create a community-led waste collection network that will 
supply feedstock while mitigating plastic pollution.

Operating Model 

The project aims to use research, machinery, infrastructure, and business development to refine, replicate, and 
scale the commercial use of plastic waste as a construction material for sailing, motorised vessels, and other 
value-added products. 

Progress to date (May 2022) 

The project undertook several baseline investigations, including the critical macro litter baseline data collection, 
as there is limited research on the impacts of plastic pollution. Data collection and analysis have allowed 
an understanding of (i) the extent of plastic pollution across the archipelago, (ii) how to scrutinise the most 
efficient way to remove existing plastic pollution; and (iii) how to work with the local communities to mitigate 
plastic pollution in the future, which has informed the strategy for locally-led and sustainable plastic pollution 
mitigation methods. The project also conducted an extensive stakeholder mapping and developed a business 
feasibility market study to inform the business model in Phases Two and Three. The project participated in 
developing Lamu County's first-ever Solid Waste Management Policy and has obtained licences and necessary 
approvals.

Anticipated benefits 

The project acknowledges the need to address social equity and local wealth creation. Conducting continuous 
surveys and engaging with residents will inform training needs and inclusive staff recruitment, promoting female 
leaders and the workforce where possible. This project will realise the potential reduction of greenhouse gases 
(GHG) by substituting wood with ocean-bound plastic waste and marine litter removed from mangroves and 
beaches to build boats, thus limiting cutting down trees and the various effects of plastics on the environment.  

While these technologies are not new, they have certainly never been 
tested in the Lamu region of Kenya, especially not on an island where 
transport, sourcing materials, electricity and water can be challenging 
due to inconsistent power supply 



Project Name Mitigating Plastic Pollution through Heritage Boat Building

Lead implementor The Flipflopi Project

Consortium members and sub-contractors CORDIO East Africa, the University of Northumbria and the University of Portsmouth

Countries Lamu Archipelago, Northern Kenya, Western Indian Ocean

Plastics Pollution mitigation category Remanufacture

Market segment Boat Building 

Project duration Phase 1: January  2022 to March  2022
Phase 2: May 2022 March 2023
Phase 3: April  2023 to 2024

Project size GBP GBP 726 723  (2022-2024) 
* This sum is a tentative investment from FCDO, pending ongoing project performance and funding 
availability.

Project Details

Media links

• https://youtu.be/KdwyPSjITlk
• https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/flipflopi-sets-sail-expedition-map-impact-marine-litter-western
• https://www.theflipflopi.com/blog/2022/5/18/establishing-a-sustainable-foundation-to-mitigate-plastic-pollution-across-the-lamu-archipelago-1
• https://youtu.be/eFPas8TQcfo

Contacts

• Flipflopi: Dipesh Pabari, Project Lead, dipesh@theflipflopi.com 
• SMEP Programme: Ms. Faith Gara info@smepprogramme.org
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