
12.
APRIL  2017

Kenyan firm converts plastic waste 
into diesel

Our generation 
did this. We did 
not take care of 
the environment 
the way we were 
supposed to

Chief Executve Officer of Alternative Energy Systems Ltd, Rajesh Kent. Photo Courtesy of ASL.

By Kawira Mutisya
 

A Kenyan renewable energy firm- 
Alternative Energy Systems 
(ASL) - has unveiled a plant that 

converts waste plastic bags into diesel, in 
Thika, Kiambu County.

Speaking to The Exchange, the CEO of 
ASL, Rajesh Kent said that his inspiration 
to begin this project has been drawn 
from the fact that his generation played 
a huge role in the current environmental 
crisis being experienced.“Our generation 
did this. We did not take care of the 
environment the way we were supposed 
to. I therefore felt the need to do something 
to try and eradicate the current problems 
associated with solid waste management 
in Africa,” Mr. Kent said.

Armed with all the necessary information 
for processing plastic waste into fuel, 
ASL then sought financing amounting to 
about US$4.2 million from Industrial and 
Commercial Development Corporation 
(ICDC), and set up a plant last year.The 
plant is able to convert all type of plastic 
including those from thin-gauge plastic 
waste below 30 microns.“We buy a kg of 
plastic waste at KES5.00 (US$0.05) per 
kilogram.”

Since its launch in April last year, the 
firm has indirectly created 1200 jobs 
in Kiambu County and has employed 
70 people directly. This comes at an 
interesting time, when the government 

By Kajuju Murori

When people talk about the success 
of mobile money technology 
in Africa and across the globe, 

the achievement of Kenya’s sensational 
M-Pesa is given as a prime example. 

Mobile money has eased the way in 
which people send and receive money in 
Africa; still, Sub-Saharan Africa remains 
the most unbanked region globally.

With financial technology companies 
(FinTech) coming in to address the 
identified gaps, one cannot fail to wonder 
how the future of mobile money in Africa 
looks like, and how banks and FinTechs 
will operate in the future. 

We caught up with Rosemary Koech–
Kimwatu, who works with a FinTech 
company - Wayawaya - and gave us 
insights into the future of FinTech and 
that of banks. Koech, Head of Legal and 
Regulatory Affairs had this to say in an 
interview:

The Exchange (TE): Sub-Saharan 
Africa remains the most unbanked region 
in the world. What are some of the services 
FinTech has provided to consumers in 
Kenya, and East Africa as a whole to ease 
the challenge?

Rosemary Koech-Kimwatu (RKK): 
FinTech has created a technological bridge 
between the unbanked and financial 
institutions. Brick and mortar financial 
institutions which were previously relied 
on for the provision of financial services 
could not adequately cater for the most 
remote regions as they were traditionally 
considered commercially non-viable. 
Through mobile applications and USSD 
platforms (that allow communication 
between GSM cellular phones and 

their service providers), FinTech has 
provided seamless and affordable means 
of providing financial services to the 
unbanked and has even gone further to 
improve services to the under-banked!  
Additionally, FinTech has created a 
vibrant ecosystem through which various 
services can be provided, for example, 
both local and international remittance, 
savings, and even micro-lending.  Mobile 
wallets and the various services embedded 
therein have been able to do in a few years 
what traditional banks have been unable 
to do in hundreds of years.

TE: With all these great technologies 
being implemented by FinTech companies 
i.e. M-Pesa, and M-Kopa, to mention 
just two is the trend of banking being 
challenged, and will it continue like this 
in the next few years?

RKK: Banks have had to reconsider 
and re-engineer how they carry out their 
business. It is safe to say that traditional 
banking has been greatly disrupted. Only 
those willing to embrace the changes 
will survive. There have been various 
challenges, but banks are working hard to 
rise to the challenge. Several innovations 
adopted by banks such as agency banking 
are a step in the right direction in their bid 
to provide services to as many customers 
as is possible. 

TE: How does the future of banking 
look like amidst FinTech’s innovative 
solutions? Will there be further 
collaborations between brick and mortar 
financial institutions and mobile/online 
techs? Who will benefit more: banks or 
FinTechs?

RKK: For the first time in history, banks 
have found themselves at a disadvantage 
by virtue of being regulated. FinTech 

companies are able to traverse the 
financial landscape without fear of a 
regulator watching their every move, for 
example, the recent cap on lending rates. 
The victors were FinTech companies as 
they could continue to lend at rates of their 
choice while mobile lending by banks was 
capped to the regulatory threshold of 14 
percent by the Central Bank of Kenya.  

The future of banking is one of unavoidable 
synergies between themselves (banks) and 
FinTech companies. Most FinTechs are 
non-deposit taking and will need to work 
hand-in-hand with banks, which are the 
only entities mandated to receive deposits. 
So, there is really no win-win situation, 
but more of collaborations. The winners 
are those who enter into an attractive 
marriage similar to the one between the 
M-Shwari product by Commercial Bank 
of Africa (CBA) and M-Pesa. While other 
banks felt the pinch of the cap interest 
rates, CBA experienced tremendous 
growth. 

TE: Last year, at an event in South Africa, 
John Staley, chief officer of finance, 
innovation and payments at Equity Bank, 
noted that person-to-person payments 
would eventually be free. According to 
him, this will make it difficult for mobile 
transaction solutions that rely on working 
with retailers to make high margins. When 
such a time comes, how significant will 
FinTech dealing with money transactions 
be? 

RKK: Person-to-person (P2P) payments 
being free is of course great for customers 
in the short term. It literally is a check-
mate move by banks. Their core business 
is storing deposits and the P2P payment 
is a value addition service, which they 
can afford to offer for free. The jury is 
however out on whether this will have 
a negative impact on other competitors 
in the market especially the established 
platforms that have formed an ecosystem 
around their services that make them 
quite attractive to users. The game would 
significantly change if the platforms 
become interoperable; for now, though, a 
free service may not be as attractive if it 
does not offer the full benefits that another 

better established platform would.
A negative result of the free service is 

that innovation is stifled because not 
many FinTechs would be willing to engage 
where they cannot make profits so you 
may find that the technology develops 
much slower.

TE: What else can you add on the future 
of FinTech and banks?

RKK: Both banks and FinTech 
companies find themselves in unchartered 
territory, and the playing field is dynamic. 
Banking regulators have however not 
fully embraced the fact that their roles 
have to metamorphose with changes in 
the financial sector. Regulators must step 
up to ensure that they provide an enabling 
environment for innovation to flourish. It 
means that they should move out of their 
regular comfort zones like prudential 
guidelines, and extensively engage in 
research so that they see how best they 
can positively influence a new age in 
banking and finance. There are newer and 
much more revolutionary technologies 
like block-chain being used to create 
crypto currencies that are disrupting the 
financial sector. Banks need to research 
to see how best they will work to ensure 
financial health, and stabilize economies 
in the ever-dynamic financial sector. On 
the other hand, regulators need to literally 
‘follow the money’ in order to remain 
relevant.

The success story of FinTech companies 
such as M-Pesa and M-Kopa in Kenya, 
Tanzania, and Uganda continues to 
flourish. It is interesting to note that 
in countries where there is significant 
uptake of other banking systems especially 
for the unbanked, mobile money fails 
considerably. Take for example South 
Africa’s poor performance in its M-Pesa 
services even after being re-launched for 
the second time in 2014. 

Last May, Vodacom, South Africa’s 
largest mobile network announced that 
it has failed to attract users to its M-Pesa 
platform, forcing the company to end the 
mobile money transfer service. 

KENYA

 
 

has slapped a ban on the use of plastic 
bags for commercialization and household 
packaging. Environment and Natural 
Resources Cabinet Secretary, Judi 
Wakhungu has said that the ban will be 
effective six months from now on the use, 
manufacture and importation of all plastic 
bags used for commercial and household 
packaging.

The Kenya Association of Manufacturers 
(KAM) has protested the ban saying that 
local manufacturers were not extensively 
consulted on the decision to effect the 
ban.“Currently, we have over 176 plastic 
manufacturing companies in Kenya 
which directly employ 2.89% of all Kenyan 
employees and indirectly employ over 
60,000 people. These jobs and livelihoods 
will be negatively affected by this ban. 

The manufacturing sector as a whole will 
also be negatively impacted as they utilise 
plastics for packaging products. Imported 
products packaged in plastics are not 
affected by the ban and this will create an 
uneven playing field for the sector.” 

On his part, Mr. Kent feels this move is 
well-intended to keep the environment 
clean. He however, fears that the ban will 
render many people jobless and result in 
shutting down of several companies.

“We should adopt a model whereby the 
companies that manufacture plastics are 
encouraged to collect an equal amount of 
plastic as the amount they manufacture, 
from dumpsites across the country, in 
a bid to create a balance and reduce the 
negative environmental implications,” he 
said adding that this approach, called end-

product responsibility will ensure that the 
environment is well taken care of and at 
the same time jobs and firms will not be 
threatened.

The ASL plant has capacity to process 
16 tonnes of plastic waste every day.“This 
is processed under controlled heat and 
pressure and converted into diesel.” The 
process is able to convert 30 per cent of the 
plastic waste into fuel similar to industrial 
diesel oil and heavy fuel oil which can be 
used in power plants, industrial furnaces 
and boilers. Mr. Kent has plans to replicate 
this project in all of Kenya’s 47 counties 
as well as in countries across the East 
African Community (EAC).

“Kiambu has eight active dumpsites. 
This project has already seen it collect 
plastic bags from four of those. This is the 
beginning of educating the public that this 
can indeed be done. The diesel produced 
can also be used in oil-fired boilers, cement 
manufacturing firms and large bakeries, 
among others,” Mr. Kent explains.

The plant has capacity to hold 1000 
litres of diesel which is equal to a week’s 
production.


