
IJD special  5CHINA DAILY  June 20-21, 2015

By JAKE CIGAINERO

Two years ago, Samuel Gry-

bowski and three travel com-

panions arrived in Nagoya, 

Japan, feeling tired, dirty and 

in need of a bit of alone time — 

a rare luxury during their year 

together on the road. 

“We were always one on top 

of another, there was really no 

moment when we could be 

alone other than in the show-

er,” he said. So it was a shock 

when they learned they’d be 

bathing in a traditional pub-

lic bath with about 200 other 

men. “It was kind of embar-

rassing,” Grybowski recalled. 

When Grybowski created 

an organization devoted to 

helping people of different 

religions learn to live together, 

communal bathing was not 

part of his plan. The young 

Frenchman founded Coex-

ister — or “Living Together” 

— in 2009 at age 16 after the 

conlict between Israelis and 

Palestinians started to heat 

up again. 

Since then, the group has 

conducted cultural exchange 

events and community proj-

ects. 

Its biggest undertaking has 

been its ambitious InterFaith 

Tour, a journey around the 

globe to discover how orga-

nizations in other countries 

develop positive relations 

between different religious 

communities. The first tour 

took place in 2013. This July, 

a new group consisting of a 

Muslim, a Jew, a Christian and 

an atheist will start of on the 

second one.

Religious identity has long 

been a pressure point of soci-

etal tensions. Victor Grezes, 

another member of the first 

tour, said that his home coun-

try has diiculty confronting 

these issues. They recently 

came to a head when terrorists 

in Paris attacked the satirical 

newspaper Charlie Hebdo and 

a Jewish grocery store.

“The problem in France 

today is that people believe 

unity can only exist between 

people who look and act the 

same,” said Grezes. “But we 

are dealing with diversity. 

Either we try to make every-

one the same, or we realize 

the potential of diversity and 

build unity based upon it.” Fol-

lowing the January attacks, 

French President Francois 

Hollande asked the group for 

advice on the wording for a 

press conference.

Promoting tolerance
The purpose of the tour, 

Grezes said, is not to spread 

a message around the world 

— “that would be presumptu-

ous.” Rather, the aim is to raise 

awareness about the breadth 

of interfaith initiatives, as 

well as to connect organiza-

tions, enabling them to share 

ideas and best practices that 

promote tolerance and coop-

eration between religious com-

munities.

The first tour visited 48 

countries in 10 months, meet-

ing 435 organizations. This 

was followed by two months 

in France sharing their ind-

ings with schools and other 

organizations. From those 

presentations, 10 additional 

Coexister chapters were born, 

bringing the total number to 

21 and growing. 

One of the initiatives that 

stood out from the debut tour 

was an annual Berlin-based 

event called the Long Night 

of Religions, with around 100 

places of worship opening 

their doors to the public. In 

India, the travelers learned 

about a sports tournament 

called “Cricket for Peace” to 

strengthen Muslim-Hindu 

relations. And in Buenos Aires, 

there was a bicycling route for 

religious discovery.

Now Samir Akacha, Lea 

Frydman, Ariane Julien and 

Lucie Neumann will follow in 

their predecessor’s footsteps as 

InterFaith Tour Team 2, with a 

100,000 euro ($108,000) bud-

get collected through fundrais-

ing, French government grants 

and various organizations 

including Sparknews, who has 

been a Coexister partner since 

the irst tour.

Although the second team 

will travel to only 30 coun-

tries, it will spend more time 

at each stop, visiting new loca-

tions such as Azerbaijan and 

Tunisia. The information they 

collect will be archived at the 

University of Vienna as part 

of an ongoing research part-

nership. The team will also 

produce a multimedia Web 

documentary, and a mobile 

app will allow users to follow 

the tour through live updates 

from the road.

The sole woman slated 

for the first tour’s team had 

to drop out, but this year the 

gender tables have turned 

with three women and one 

man. And while traveling in 

strict Muslim societies might 

seem challenging for a mostly 

female entourage, Akacha said 

it’s actually an advantage, as 

they will have access to tra-

ditional gathering places for 

women — such as private 

kitchens — that were of limits 

to the all-male group.

For Frydman, a 20-year-old 

philosophy student from Paris, 

the tour is as much a social 

cause as a personal identity 

quest. “As a Jewish person, 

I’ve been shocked to see anti-

Semitism is present in France,” 

she said. “It has reinforced my 

conviction that what we are 

doing in Coexister is not only 

important but necessary.”

Akacha said he expects the 

tour to make his faith stron-

ger through interactions with 

other religions. 

“I would not be the same 

Muslim if I was just in my com-

munity, if I was not meeting 

Jews and Christians, going to 

Christian gatherings or syna-

gogue events,” he said. “People 

ask questions, so I have to 

answer to defend my religion. 

I have to question it and learn 

more, so I become a better 

Muslim.”

Coexister’s ultimate goal is 

not only to encourage a spirit 

of tolerance among religious 

groups, but also to foster col-

laboration to build communi-

ties that value diversity. 

“Instead of saying despite 

our differences, we say it’s 

thanks to our diferences that 

we are stronger,” said Grezes. 

Group devoted to a leap of the faithful
Coexister embarks on second tour around world to discover how diferent religious communities can coexist 

Josselin Rieth of the irst InterFaith Tour team meets French Cardinal Roger Etchegaray of the Roman Catholic Church in Rome.  SAMUEL 

GRZYBOWSKI / FOR CHINA DAILY

Editor’s note:  At  i ts 

Impact Journalism Day ini-

tiative on June 20, Paris-based 

Sparknews brings together 

45 newspapers worldwide to 

share solution-based news on 

today’s pressing issues such 

as environmental protection, 

poverty relief, improvement in 

energy eiciency as well as the 

enhancement of understanding 

among diferent cultures and 

religions.

The media alliance united by 

Sparknews presents a diferent 

vision of journalism: problems 

and solutions can both make 

news. The view, along with the 

conviction that solutions-based 

news is something readers 

aspire to have more of, is part 

of a growing movement in the 

press to feature stories of hope 

and change.

Sparknews is a social 

enterprise whose mission is 

to source and share positive 

initiatives via leading media, 

and to inspire businesses and 

individuals to innovate and 

contribute to building a better 

world. 

By NILANJANA BHOWMICK  

An unpaved, dusty road lined 

with bushes and shrubs leads to 

a sprawling campus and a large 

classroom illed with solar pan-

els and equipment. Here, Geeta 

Devi, a 45-year-old woman, is 

explaining a complicated-look-

ing circuit to a group of awe-

struck women standing around 

a worktable.

Devi is a solar engineer — or 

a “barefoot” solar engineer, one 

of hundreds of women in their 

late thirties and forties, most 

of them grandmothers from 

some of the most remote cor-

ners of India — trained by the 

Barefoot College to build solar 

panels and provide of-grid vil-

lages with power.

Apart from lighting up vil-

lages, the program has also 

become an important tool for 

empowering rural women. 

Devi’s life has undergone a 

sea change. From her formerly 

unremarkable existence tend-

ing the ields, livestock and her 

family, she is now inancially 

independent thanks to her role 

teaching at the college.  

Barefoot College was found-

ed in the early 1970s by social 

activist Sanjit “Bunker” Roy, 

and it has been teaching solar 

electrification since 1989. It 

works out of Tilonia, a small, 

somnolent village in the desert 

state of Rajasthan. 

Starting with local women 

and spanning out to the rest 

of India, the Barefoot imprint 

currently reaches 64 other 

countries. 

“The policy of the Barefoot 

College is to reach every last 

man or woman,” Roy said. 

Most of the teaching still 

happens in Tilonia. Every year, 

the college trains 100 women 

from India and 80 from Asia, 

Africa and Latin America in two 

batches for six months each. 

The Indian government rec-

ognized the course in 2008 and 

covers the students’ training 

and travel costs. The Ministry 

of External Afairs pays around 

150,000 rupees ($2,500) of 

travel costs for each interna-

tional grandmother, while the 

Ministry of New and Renew-

able Energy pays roughly 

70,000 rupees for each domes-

tic trainee. Funding from pri-

vate individuals and founda-

tions helps pay for solar equip-

ment and other costs.

Spread over two sprawling 

campuses — the newer one ful-

ly solar-powered — the Bare-

foot College started by teach-

ing both men and women. 

But by 2005, Roy realized the 

model would work best if they 

trained women alone. 

“For a long-term, sustainable 

solution, training older women 

is a wise investment in human 

resources. They will stay in the 

village and are not interested 

in looking for jobs in the city,” 

he pointed out. 

The international students 

study in the old campus, about 

a kilometer from the new one. 

Joselyn Mateo Diaz, a 41-year-

old grandmother from the 

Dominican Republic, trav-

eled all the way to India this 

spring to learn how to equip 

her village with solar power. 

Her neighboring village was 

recently electriied. 

“The government forgot 

about us,” said Diaz. “My only 

wish is to study with my grand-

child at night.”

And soon she will. Diaz, who 

taught herself to read, has no 

problem following the lessons 

as they are carried out in basic 

English and through color-cod-

ed circuits and sign language. 

Back home, the villagers will 

pay a nominal monthly stipend 

to cover her services as well as 

components and spare parts 

for the panels. 

“We kept the Barefoot model 

simple so it could be managed, 

controlled and owned by the 

community themselves,” Roy 

said.

Globally, 1.3 billion people 

are off-grid. Of these, more 

than 300 million live in India, 

where the national electriica-

tion rate is 75 percent and rural 

electriication lags behind at 

67 percent. More worryingly, 

around 800 million Indians 

are still dependent on carbon-

emitting and polluting fuels. 

To date, there are close to 

750 Barefoot solar grandmoth-

ers around the world, and 

they have powered some 1,160 

villages. This translates to a 

reduction of nearly 13 metric 

tons of carbon emissions per 

day and an annual savings of 

500,000 liters of kerosene. 

‘Barefoot’ grandmas 
engineer solar revolution

At Barefoot College in Tilonia, India, rural women learn to make 
and maintain solar panels, bringing clean power to their villages and 
creating employment for locals.  LARS BOLAND / FOR CHINA DAILY
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By ASTRID 

CHRISTOPHERSEN

Amid the jungle cacophony 

of rustling leaves, buzzing 

bugs and shrieking parrots, 

another, more menacing 

sound can be heard: a revving 

engine and the crush of truck 

tires that could potentially 

silence the forest symphony 

forever.

In a remote patch of the 

Amazon rainforest, members 

of an indigenous tribe are 

hoping that a high-tech device 

that listens for the trucks, 

chainsaws and other telltale 

sounds of encroaching loggers 

can help save them and their 

jungle home.

Made from discarded 

smartphones and hidden in 

the tree canopy, the device is 

the brainchild of physicist-

turned-forest crusader Topher 

White. His San Francisco-

based nonproit organization, 

Rainforest Connection, has 

partnered with the Tembe 

people of Brazil’s Para state on 

the northern edge of the Ama-

zon, ground zero in the battle 

for the future of the world’s 

largest rainforest. 

“The Tembe believe they’re 

ighting against annihilation, 

so the stakes are really high,” 

White said at the start of a 

months long ield test on the 

Tembe’s reserve, where mem-

bers of the 1,000-strong tribe 

have clashed in recent months 

with an armed henchmen of 

ranchers who are squeezing 

in on their territory from 

both sides. “Failure isn’t really 

much of an option, even on 

the irst try.”

Despite what White calls 

the “rough cell network” in 

the area — the Tembe rely 

on jerry-rigged antennas to 

generate even the weakest of 

signals — the irst tests have 

proven hopeful. Just hours 

after it was installed, a device 

successfully picked up the 

sound of a passing car and 

generated an alert to White’s 

phone.

Once the system is up 

and running, with devices 

installed along the perimeter 

of the 6,000-square-kilometer 

reserve, the idea is that alerts 

will be sent in real time to the 

roughly 30 tribe members 

who are the Tembe’s desig-

nated “rangers”, charged with 

repelling invaders.  

The vehicle that triggered 

the initial alert “wasn’t a log-

ging truck, it was just a car 

passing,” said White, “but 

it’s really exciting because it 

shows that the system works.” 

White, 33, had the idea for 

the device while on vacation 

in Indonesia in 2011. He was 

volunteering at a sanctuary 

for gibbons, medium-sized 

apes that are among the most 

endangered primates.

To give the gibbon a ight-

ing chance, he knew their 

shrinking habitat had to be 

protected from illegal loggers. 

But how to stop the loggers if 

the forest itself drowns out the 

roar of their chainsaws?

“I got to thinking that the 

best way would be to listen for 

the sounds of chainsaws, pick 

them up automatically from 

the forest and be able to igure 

out where the chainsaws were 

coming from,” White said. 

“There was pretty good cell 

phone service, so I thought I 

could build a solution” using 

that.

A vital tool

The device he construct-

ed looks like a daisy, with a 

weatherproofed cell phone at 

the center from which solar 

panels radiate out, to charge 

it. Attached to tree trunks 

some 35 meters above the 

ground, the smartphone picks 

up ambient sound within a 

radius of about 3 km and 

transmits it to the cloud, 

where software programmed 

to recognize the sound of 

chainsaws sends an alert to 

park rangers’ phones when 

such noises are detected.  

In 2013, White went back to 

Indonesia, to another gibbon 

reserve, to test his invention. 

The device worked so well 

that within 48 hours of instal-

lation it led to the apprehen-

sion of would-be loggers. 

“Since then, because it’s 

a pretty small reserve, they 

were able to leverage that 

(irst apprehension) to keep 

loggers out,” he said.

Last year, the group con-

ducted another field test in 

a vast, Forest Stewardship 

Council-certiied logging con-

cession in Cameroon. Under 

FSC rules, the logging com-

pany that holds the conces-

sion for the 7,000-sq-km plot 

is allowed to fell three trees 

per hectare in exchange for 

protecting the forest from log-

gers and poachers. The reality 

on the ground, however, falls 

dismally short of that goal.

“The reality is they have this 

huge area that they’re not able 

to protect,” White said. 

And while in theory Rain-

forest Connection’s device 

could prove a vital tool for 

protecting the plot, the poor 

Internet and cell phone net-

works proved major stum-

bling blocks. They’ve gone 

back to the drawing board to 

try to engineer a better solu-

tion, and another ield test is 

scheduled for later this year.

Despite their size — Rain-

forest Connection is a two-

man operation, aided by a 

cadre of dedicated volunteers 

— the organization has big 

ambitions.

“We want to show that this 

is something that can be used 

elsewhere,” said White. “The 

best way to do this is by work-

ing with the tribes.”

A San Francisco-based nonprofit is converting old smartphones 
into devices that can detect illegal loggers and call in the authorities

Rainforest Connection founder Topher White in Sumatra, Indonesia, during the project’s first pilot 
phase.  RAINFOREST CONNECTION / FOR CHINA DAILY

By JAKOB NIELSEN

Larger vessels, better plan-

ning and lower speeds are the 

main reasons for Maersk’s 40 

percent reduction in fuel con-

sumption since 2007. Now, the 

world’s largest container line 

is aiming for even higher envi-

ronmental ambitions.

“We are now setting new 

targets because it makes sense 

for us at Maersk. We aim to 

reach a 60 percent reduction 

by 2020. That is an enormously 

high target and I cannot guar-

antee that we will reach it. But 

we will be doing our utmost,” 

said Maersk Line Chief Operat-

ing Oicer Soren Toft.

In absolute igures, Maersk 

Line has reduced its CO2 emis-

sions since 2007 by 11.5 million 

tons. This is the same amount 

that has been removed from 

the entire Danish energy con-

sumption in the same period. 

Maersk is working to achieve 

the same ambition as the Dan-

ish government — to remove 

emissions from economic 

growth.

“Our reductions will take 

place at the same time as we 

grow in the market. We will 

reduce our fuel consumption 

both in real terms and relative 

to each transported container. 

We are not just doing it to be 

good and responsible, it also 

contributes to our bottom line,” 

said Toft.

In 2013 alone, Maersk saved 

an astronomical $764 million 

compared to the previous year 

as a result of improved fuel 

economy. The following year 

saw further savings of $80 mil-

lion.

Climate and economy pro-

fessor Kirsten Halsnæs of the 

Technical University of Den-

mark said Maersk’s new tar-

gets are remarkable.

“The transport sector is one 

of the most diicult sectors to 

reduce CO2 emissions because 

you cannot just switch from 

fuel to wind or solar energy. At 

the same time, international 

trade is on the increase. So it is 

certainly commendable if they 

set themselves a 60 percent 

reduction target. They also 

save a lot of money by doing 

it — but that is not something 

they have to apologize for,” said 

Halsnæs.

Some 90 percent of all goods 

are transported by ship, and 

the sector is responsible for 

three percent of global CO2 

emissions. That is slightly more 

than the total emissions from 

Germany and Halsnaes said 

the development in the sector 

is an important constituent of 

global climate ambitions.

“Obviously, if we are to keep 

global temperature increase 

under two degrees, all sectors 

will have to contribute,” Hal-

snaes added.

The main reason that 

Maersk has been able to save 

so much fuel is that its vessels 

have reduced speed. Known 

in the trade as slow steaming, 

it has the same efect as when 

motorists put less pressure on 

the accelerator.

Operational executive Toft 

admitted that previously the 

sector acted like motorists 

who drive at 200 kilometers 

an hour on the motorway.

“But then, crude oil cost 

$20 per barrel and it was a 

diferent set of mathematics. 

Freight rates were also higher 

and just as any other company 

we focused on the bottom line. 

But if you compare us with 

our competitors, we are much 

more eicient,” said Toft.

Lower fuel consumption 

is also a trend with the other 

major container lines.

Greenpeace Climate Adviser 

Jens Mattias Clausen said it 

is “encouraging that Maersk 

is prepared to be part of the 

solution for shipping”. 

Emissions from the Danish 

merchant leet are not count-

ed as part of Denmark’s CO2 

emissions.

Maersk sets sights on 
60% fuel reductionThe Amazon has eyes

By ALI SALEM 

It is dark outside and 

19-year-old Wafaa Al Rimi 

has lit her solar lamp. Mean-

while, the noise of electricity 

generators, powered by fos-

sil fuel, can be heard around 

the block. Many Yemenites are 

obliged to buy small genera-

tors, in the face of electricity 

shortages that last for up to 18 

hours a day.

Along with her colleagues 

at Creative Generation — a 

student company in the mak-

ing, Al Rimi is trying to help 

resolve the electricity short-

age problem and limit carbon 

monoxide pollution.  

In 2012, Al Rimi along 

with 15 other students at 

the Sayeda Zeinab Second-

ary School for Girls in Sanaa, 

invented three products that 

operate on solar energy. The 

irst was an umbrella, whose 

top comprises solar cells 

linked to an organizer and 

sockets, which allows users 

to charge a mobile phone and 

light a small lamp. The second 

was a propeller operating on 

solar energy and the third was 

a lamp that can be charged 

thanks to a small solar panel 

and can be placed by the win-

dow. 

The inventions won first 

place in a student competi-

tion held in 2012 in Doha, 

the Qatari capital, with the 

participation of students rep-

resenting Middle East and 

North Africa — or MENA — 

countries in the ield of entre-

preneurship.

Al Rimi said she and the 

team of students created the 

products by assembling vari-

ous parts and adding protec-

tive and insulating materials 

to guarantee safe charging of 

the products while using solar 

energy. She added that the stu-

dents got their inspiration to 

create devices that operate on 

solar energy due to continu-

ous power shortages and wars 

in their country. 

In the poorest MENA 

country, where more than 50 

percent of the general popu-

lation earn $2 a day, energy 

shortages have contributed 

to aggravating the suffering 

of the poor on one hand, and 

have hindered economic and 

social development plans on 

the other. 

It is also important to note 

that the services provided 

by the National Electricity 

Co cover only 60 percent of 

the needs of a population of 

almost 26 million. 

Safe source

The new products promot-

ed by Creative Generation 

could provide the poor and 

those with limited income 

with a guaranteed source of 

clean energy. This is espe-

cially important given price 

increases in the ield of home 

solar systems, the absence 

of any indication from the 

official electricity company 

about improving its services 

and a rise in consumption 

fees. 

Amid accusations that the 

present educational system is 

regressive and that it fails to 

promote the values of creative 

thinking and innovation, Al 

Rimi said their project would 

not have been feasible with-

out the help of Injaz Yemen, 

a nongovernmental organiza-

tion that uncovers and spon-

sors students who pioneer 

projects in the business sector, 

through a program named the 

“Student Company”. 

Majed Al-Shamiri, execu-

tive director of Injaz Yemen, 

said the students who set 

up Creative Generation pre-

sented a good sample with 

their project, despite the fact 

that they are still at second-

ary school and are witness-

ing diicult times, because of 

the general situation in the 

country. 

Al-Shamiri explained that 

the students have been able to 

produce and sell their product 

in small volumes, noting that 

this family-paced production 

can be a temporary solution 

while the company develops 

its capacity and inds the capi-

tal suicient to start a produc-

tion line. 

The company president, 

Al Rimi, sees that the money 

earned from selling these 

family-produced devices goes 

to the people who participated 

in collecting the capital. 

Al Rimi points to certain 

difficulties, some of which 

are related to the young age 

of the students, to Yemeni 

society being unaware of the 

importance of solar energy, 

and to the delay in fund pro-

vision by the private compa-

ny that committed itself to 

inancing the establishment 

of the company. Al-Shamiri 

puts the blame on the Yemeni 

private sector for not having 

the courage to train and sup-

port owners of private sector 

initiatives and student com-

panies. 

Since 2011, Yemen has wit-

nessed an armed conlict that 

has led to a slowdown in eco-

nomic activity and caused the 

services sector to deteriorate. 

During this time, power gen-

eration facilities have been 

considered a target for the 

parties involved in the con-

flict, said researcher Majed 

Mazhaji, who pointed at the 

link between the political con-

lict and corruption, in what 

became known as traicking 

in the darkness. 

Yemeni students find 
way out of darkness


