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News from Namibia
October 2007

Michael Linke reports on
B4H projects in Namibia

I spent the past week in Northern
Namibia visiting four Bicycle Em-
powerment Centre (BEC) sites at
various stages of development. Two
projects involve containers shipped
by St Bartholomew’s Church, On-
tario to TKMOAMS  (a HIV/AIDS
home based care organisation) and
DEEP (Disability Economic Em-
powerment Project). The third was
shipped by Pat and his friends from
Kelowna last year, our first BEC in
Okathitu, and the final was a quick
visit to the site of the up-coming
Rotary Bramhall/Woodford (UK)
project.

During the week myself and other
BEN Namibia staff delivered train-
ing and conducted monitoring ses-
sions to help the local groups man-
age the projects better. We were also
present as one group took delivery
of their BEC.

Monitoring of the first BEC deliv-
eries showed a gap in the training
we have been providing. Often the
volunteers running the projects
have a very basic level of educa-
tion, somewhere between grade 6
and grade 12, and often have very
poor literacy and numeracy. They
generally also lack experience with
project management, so obviously
there is a lot of ground to cover

when preparing them to run a BEC.

We lacked the capacity to deliver
this kind of training, so have been
searching for the right partner to
assist us. Most small business train-
ing organisations in Namibia work
with experienced entrepreneurs,
and see community based organi-
sation projects as a waste of time.
Yet our contact with these grass-
roots groups shows that they are
desperately in  need of both trans-
port for their volunteers and income
generation projects. We also believe
in the commitment of the volunteers
themselves: many have little in-
come and families to care for, but
find time to assist community mem-

The Okathitu BEC, delivered in November 2006, was the first BEC project and has brought a great number of benefits
to the local community.
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bers who are in even more desper-
ate situations.

Fortunately we have found a part-
ner that also believes in supporting
grassroots volunteer initiatives. The
Italian cooperation organisation
(CISP) delivers small business
management training especially for
people with minimal skills and edu-
cation. We have been working with
CISP to develop a training package
especially for the BECs. The pack-
age addresses stock control, cost-
ing, banking and financial planning,
using real examples from running
a small bicycle shop.

Two weeks ago we sent our newest
staff member, Vasisse Kuvare, to
the main northern city of Oshakati

to assist CISP with delivering the
training package to TKMOAMS
and DEEP. Vasisse is learning how
to deliver the package, and provid-
ing us with feedback about the
training. We still have some fine-
tuning to do, but we are happy with
the package so far. Currently it runs
for one week, but we are planning
follow-up training at around the six
month mark.

I joined Vasisee last week and we
ran planning sessions to help the
people responsible for running the
BEC to define what the project is
all about. This session lasts for up
to a day and is also a forum for par-
ticipants to ask questions and seek
advice about the project. One of the
main outputs is a job description for

everyone involved, so that roles are
clearly defined from the outset. We
try to make it action-oriented, so the
next steps in terms of moving the
project forward are defined, with in-
dividuals given tasks and timelines.

The final component of our train-
ing with TKMOAMS and DEEP is
the mechanic training. We sent two
of our mechanic trainers, Paulina
and Jonas, to spend four weeks with
both groups. The trainers speak the
local language, and use our train-
ing manuals and comprehensive
tool kits to give a solid grounding
in bike mechanics.

After fitting a roof to the
TKMOAMS container and con-
ducting some training for a deliv-

Vasisee facilitates a planning session with TKMOAMS HIV/AIDS
home based care volunteers who will be involved in running the
BEC project, while Paulina translates from English to Oshivambo.
One of the key aims of a BEC planning session is to have the
volunteers provide the solutions to issues surrounding the BEC,
while we simply raise some of the key challenges they will face.
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ery of bicycle ambulances (see pho-
tos), Vasisse and I left Oshakati to
travel 130km to the village of
Okathitu, where we visited the first
BEC project, which was delivered
in November 2006 and is run by
members of the Anglican Church
home based care organisation.
While we have been in constant
communication with the group and
knew that things had been going
well, there is nothing like being
there to understand what’s really
happening.

The Okathitu project really demon-
strates that our faith in committed
community volunteers is well
placed. The Okathitu BEC has pro-
vided free bicycles to healthcare
volunteers and orphans travelling
long distances to school. It has also
provided affordable bicycles and re-
pair services to people deep in ru-
ral Namibia who previously relied
on walking long distances.

The income generated by the
project has funded education loans
for villagers, hiring a tractor to
plough the mahangu (local grain
staple) fields to feed the 230 or-
phans in the village, a brick build-
ing that will serve as an office and
accommodation for teachers at the
nearby school, a fence around the
BEC site so that fruit trees can be
grown, an extension to the shade
structure on the container, ongoing
supplies of spare parts and a small
wage for the previously unem-
ployed women who work as me-
chanics.

We did an analysis of the record
keeping done by the project, and
found that there is room for im-
provement here, so will work to-
wards providing financial manage-
ment training to project members--
at the time we delivered this project
we did not have this training in
place. We also felt that the income
earned by the mechanics was low
relative to their workload and the
overall project income, and recom-

mended an increase.

These issues aside, our impression
was of a highly successful project
that has brought about multiple ben-
efits for the community that we
could never have foreseen. One vil-
lager has been able to study tour-
ism with an education loan, and is
planning to establish a camp in the
village to bring tourists to an area
that few foreigners ever see. We
also discovered that Father Lazarus
Ekandjo, the home based care co-
ordinator and BEC project leader,
has been lobbying government to
establish a clinic in the village. He
had his wish granted a few weeks
ago when the health minister vis-
ited and declared that a new clinic
will be built next door to the BEC!
A new gravel road will also be con-
structed next year, making travel to
and from the nearest town much
easier.

The next destination after Okathitu
was Okalongo to visit the site where
a BEC being collected by the Ro-
tary Club of Bramhall and
Woodford (UK) will be delivered.
A local woman travelling with us
explained that in the region sur-
rounding Okalongo, if a man wants
to impress a woman, he must own
three basic assets: a bicycle, a port-
able CD player and a Johny
Shimbatura (Namibian singer) CD,
so the BEC should help build some
relationships in the village.

We’ve been working with Amber
Lung, a Peacecorps volunteer, to
put this project together. Amber
works with Catholic Aids Action,
one of the biggest home based care
organisations in the country, and
has selected a group of volunteers
to run the project. I particularly
wanted to visit the site to make sure
that a truck carrying a 12 metre con-
tainer can access it, as trucking
companies often refuse to go to vil-
lages on the assumption that they
will get stuck in the sand. Thank-
fully the road is perfectly OK.

We had hoped to visit another BEC
partner, TOV in Tsumeb, but ran out
of time on the 950 km journey back
to Windhoek. I did however phone
Edward Amadhila, TOV’s manager,
who tells me that they have interest
from the Council of Churches in
Namibia (CCN) in obtaining 300
bicycles for volunteers. This would
be a fantastic deal for TOV, as it
would bring them some income to
support their work with orphans,
and at the same time supply a large
number of bikes to healthcare vol-
unteers. I will be working with
Edward and CCN to help move the
deal forward.

Back in Windhoek and there are
two more BECs from St
Bartholomew’s waiting to be modi-
fied and delivered. One BEC is for
the DEEP project, the other is for
Family Hope Services (FHS) in the
Windhoek Township of Hakahana.

FHS volunteers have completed
their management and mechanic
training, and this week we will cut
a door and window in the side of
their container for easy  access and
ventilation, weld on posts to accom-
modate the roof structure, and grind
all the flaking paint and rust off so
that it can be easily painted: we send
the paint with the container and the
idea is that painting it promotes
ownership among the volunteers.

2008 and beyond
There are more BECS planned for
this year (see table) and early next
year. We’re currently working on a
partnership with Catholic Aids Ac-
tion, the largest home based care
organisation in Namibia, through
which we hope to deliver 10 BECs
next year. The organisation is quite
hierarchical, so we have to wait for
approval from head office before
making arrangements with the peo-
ple on the ground, but we are opti-
mistic that they will engage.

There are a number of other part-
nerships that are being considered



4

Summary of Namibian BEC projects

B4H Collecting partner Namibian recipient Planned delivery date

Kelowna Okathitu Home Based Care November 2006

Vancouver TOV orphan support March 2007

St Bartholomew’s, Ontario TKMOAMS Home Based Care September 2007

St Bartholomew’s, Ontario DEEP-Disability Empowerment October 2007

St Bartholomew’s, Ontario Family Hope Services October 2007

Ottawa House of Love for Orphans & November 2007
Vulnerable Children

Thunder Bay Mapilelo Home Based Care November 2007

Rotary Bramhall & Woodford, UK Catholic Aids Action January 2008

Cambridge Lifeline Childline Dec 07/Jan 08

Whistler Top-up for TOV December 2007

Denver AFM AIDS Action TBA

by different organisations at the mo-
ment, so we hope to have a lot more
BEC partners from new B4H chap-
ters.

At the same time we need to con-
sider re-supply of existing BECs,
each of which can turnaround a
container load of bikes from be-
tween 6-12 months. So that means
in addition to new BEC projects,
Namibia could need around 10
more container loads of bikes dur-
ing 2008. These top-up containers
will be much cheaper as they don’t
require a container to be purchased,
and there are few in-country costs
apart  from delivery. Sending top-
up containers might be a good op-
tion for new BEC chapters to get a
feel for the process without having
to do extra fundraising to purchase
a container.

Beyond Namibia
Namibia is a great testing ground
for the BEC concept. Through BEN
Namibia we have non-profit status
and a good network here. We also
have a growing number of skilled
staff to deliver the support neces-
sary to make the projects work well.

The next year here will tell us a lot
about what makes a successful
project, and what resources are
needed to deliver it.

Joseph has done a great job with
gaining corporate support for a
project in Uganda next year, and
I’m looking forward to transferring

knowledge and experience from
Namibia to help finalise the deal
and make it a success.

Personally, I’m planning to stay in
Namibia until March 2009 to con-
tinue running BEN Namibia and
coordinate BEC deliveries. Beyond
that, I’m considering a move to

TKMOAMS volunteers in front of the first St Bartholomew’s BEC
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Cape Town, which is a strategic
decision in terms of access to other
African countries (most Namibian
flights are routed through South
Africa). It’s also a cultural decision,
as my wife, Clarisse, is from Rio
and misses the big city lights! My
hope is that as B4H grows, I will
be able to help organisations in
other countries to apply the train-

ing and monitoring systems we’re
developing now, as well as ensur-
ing feedback to B4H chapters.

There is a lot of work to do to get to
this stage, because after leaving BEN
Namibia I will need to make a living
from rolling out B4H projects to more
countries. As always Pat is three steps
ahead in thinking about how to scale

Top: The container arrives at
TKMOAMS, and soon the heat-
shielding roof is installed.

Left: one of BEN Namibia’s training
instructors, Jonas, supervising
members of the DEEP project, all of
whom have mobility disabilities.
Dawid, to the left of the photo, lost
his leg through complications from a
soccer injury.

Above: volunteers from TKMOAMS
learning the basics.

up and make this possible, but the
decisions about how to grow are for
all of us to take. I look forward to
hearing from you with your thoughts,
ideas and questions, and thank you
for the great work you’re doing for
the people of Namibia.

Michael Linke
michael@bicycles-for-humanity.org

More photos on
following
pages>
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Some happy snaps from the trip.
The sunrise and donkey cart are in
Okathitu, the security guard is on
his way to work in Oshakati, and
these three boys sat for hours
outside the TKMOAMS compound
just staring at the bikes inside the
container.
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Above and left: One of BEN Namibia’s projects is the
construction and delivery of bicycle ambulances for
emergency medical transport. Here TKMOAMS
volunteers are receiving training in how to use bicycle
ambulances: we delivered 11 ambulances to TKMOAMS
on this trip.

Below: The BEN Namibia pickup truck is powered by
waste vegetable oil from Windhoek fast food restaurants,
thanks to a sponsorship from Greasecar.com, which
provided us with a conversion kit. Our hitch-hiker was
delivered to a friend of a villager on our way back to
Windhoek.
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Left and below: A visit to the
Okalongo BEC site. Bicycles are
highly valued in the area, but
there are no local retailers and no
local maintenance services
available. At the same time,
volunteers with the local Catholic
Aids Action group face daily
transport constraints in reaching
their clients. A BEC being sent by
Rotary Bramhall and Woodford in
the UK will greatly improve
mobility for all community
members, and generate some
much needed income for
volunteers and their welfare
projects.

Right: Catching up with old
friends. Mechanics at the
Okathitu BEC, with myself and
Father Lazarus Ekandjo, the local
home based care project
coordinator.

This BEC has provided numerous
benefits to the local community,
and by early next year it will have
a new clinic located directly
behind it. Bicycles in this village
are enormously beneficial, as it is
18km from the nearest town, and
is inaccessible by car during parts
of the rainy season.


