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now there’s a bright idea





SolarAid Case Study

Stephen’s life has been marked by hardship. Born severely disabled in 1970 in Iringa, Tanzania
he never knew his father and lived with his mother. Most of his early years were spent in and out of hospital to try to treat a condition that nobody could really identify. After primary school, he began working full time on the family farm – a small subsistence plot of land that grew maize and beans. 

Twice a week, Stephen would walk six hours there and back from the farm to the town of Iringa to sell produce, earning roughly 700 shillings (around 30p) each time. His family paid him badly for his work, ‘probably because I’m disabled,’ he reflects today.

Indeed, disabled people suffer tremendously in Tanzania, as Stephen explains. Families tend to hide them away, ashamed of the stigma associated with disability. And government support is non-existent.

That’s why SolarAid-partner Neema, based in Iringa, focuses on helping people with disabilities develop a new life. Founded by Susie and Andy Hart – Susie is herself partly disabled and one of their children is too – Neema produces handicrafts that it sells to generate much needed income for its members.

That’s where solar comes in. Andy met John Keane – a solar expert who was instrumental in setting up SolarAid – and they developed a micro solar programme of work for Neema. 

Micro solar is a revolutionary new concept whereby disadvantaged communities are trained to set up their businesses to build and sell small-scale solar products. Using locally-sourced wires, crocodile clips and conduit to make a plastic frame, a one-watt solar panel can be made into a solar charger – altogether costing not more than £3, including overheads and wages for the Neema members – to power a lantern, radio or mobile phone. 

Says John: ‘Micro solar is perfectly adapted to the needs of rural communities in Africa. Only two per cent of the rural population in Tanzania has access to grid electricity, so they spend small fortunes on buying expensive fuel for their kerosene lamps, batteries for their radios, and to recharge their mobile phones. Kerosene lamps lead to major carbon emissions, respiratory diseases and household fires, while disposed batteries pollute the environment.’

John has been working with Neema members such as Stephen to set up a micro solar project – and the results are very encouraging. Demand for solar products is high, with already 45 solar chargers sold. Stephen reckons they can increase their capacity to producing up to 30 a day, or 600 a month, which will make a huge difference to their lives.
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