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Grassroots Innovation

Spoons you can eat!
A new idea, method
for doing something or
product is developed
to solve a problem.

Grassroots
Innovation
When ordinary people
create solutions to
problems in their own
community.

The problem:
Plastic is a great invention, but it creates HUGE amounts of waste because it is not
biodegradable. Plastic cutlery is used once and then thrown away!

The solution:
Narayana Peesapaty from India realised the problem that
plastic cutlery was causing – so he created ‘edible
cutlery’. It causes no waste, because it is part of the
meal! For those who do not want to eat it, it can be thrown
away and will biodegrade within 10 days in an outside
environment. Awesome! That is grassroots innovation at its
best!
Recently, South Africa has agreed to work with India to develop
grassroots innovation. Together the two countries will be using
local knowledge to solve local problems.

www.bakeys.com

Innovation
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You can be a grassroots innovator!
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What is the problem?
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Design and plan
If you spend some time on this
step, it will save you time later

Ideas

on in the process.

What problem is there in your community or

Think of some possible

 I
 f it is a method or product,

home that you would really want sorted out?

creative solutions to the

Write Down the problem:
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draw it.

problem:

 W
 hat are the dimensions - how
long, wide, tall etc. it is?

 D
 o some research and
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 hat are the best materials to

have a ”think tank”

make it?
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 hink of as many ideas as
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you can
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 ow and when is it to be made?

 T
 he idea you choose needs
to be sustainable (it must
work into the future,

Write Down your plans:

must be affordable for
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the community, and must
not create more problems
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An Inventor or
Innovator is
someone who
designs and creates
new products or
methods which
can benefit people.
They make a living
by selling their
ideas. These can be
improvements on
existing products
or methods or
completely new
inventions.
A Social
Entrepreneur
creates a business
with the aim of
solving a social
problem. They make
money selling their
products that solve
a problem within a
community. That’s a
win-win solution!

Make
This is the fun part…
 I
 f it is an idea or new method, try it out
 f it is a new product, build a working model (also called a prototype) - see if it works.
 I

5

Draw your prototype in the space below. If you need more space, use a separate piece of paper.

Evaluate
You may need to go back to any one of the previous steps. Ask yourself:
 Does it work?
 Can it be improved, or is another idea better?
 Can it be made stronger or cheaper?
 If it is “good to go”, then start making a change!
How can your solution be improved?
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Grassroots
innovations are
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also opportunities
for entrepreneurship!
They can provide
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affordable solutions that
work for the community
and provide a living
for the innovator!

Remember, innovation is also about learning from
mistakes. If an idea doesn’t work at first, we learn
why it didn’t work and how we can improve it.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.
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Innovation Examples
The problem:

Only 1 litre of
water, poured into
the bowl, is needed
to flush the toilet.

Pit latrines smell bad and
fill up quickly with rubbish
that should not be put in
them.

The specially designed
small opening prevents
unwanted waste from
entering the pit.

The solution:
The pour flush
toilet

The water seal keeps
the toilet fresh!
The bad smells are
prevented from
coming up the pipe
from the pit.
When the one pit is full, it
is closed up and the waste
diverted to the other pit. The
full one then has time to make
compost!

curriculum
links
 GRADE 7: Technolo
gy – Design
process skills
 GRADE 7: Econom
ic and
Management scie
nces –
Entrepreneurship
: The
entrepreneur, st
arting a business

 GRADE 7-9: Techno
logy
– Investigation,
Design,
Communication, Ma
king & Evaluating
Skills; Indigenous
Technology
 GRADE 10: Econom
ics – Economic
redress: Entrepre
neurship

James Ntuli is a Civil Engineering Technician who works for the company Partners in Development.
He holds a National Diploma in Civil Engineering. Using his skills he learned while doing his diploma,
he has been able to assist in the design of the pour flush toilet for the South African context. James
has also managed the construction of pour flush toilets in various communities in South Africa. The
technical tests that he conducted while working on the design ultimately led to an improvement in
life for many people, who now have toilets with vastly improved sanitation.

Start your own Science Spaza
Do you want to start a science club at your school? Send us the following information, and Science
Spaza will contact you.
School: _______________________________________ Name: ____________________________________
Telephone number: _________________________ Email address: _________________________________
Postal address: ___________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
Visit www.sciencespaza.org, email info@sciencespaza.org, sms or WhatsApp us on 076 173 7130 or write to us at
PO Box 22106, Mayor’s Walk, 3208.

The Department of Science and Technology contributes to increased well-being and prosperity through
science, technology and innovation. For more information visit: www.dst.gov.za.

Science Spaza is managed under the auspices of the YAZI Centre for Science and Society
in Africa (NPC-K2015047709, Non-Profit Organisation 151-830 NPO). www.yazi.org.za

