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Women Taking Back
the Power:
A Microgrid in Yemen is
Bending All the Rules
by Dawn Michelle Michals

A

few years back, in 2019, the United Nations had an idea. What would
happen if they trained a group of ten people and set them up with a solar
energy plant in the middle of a war-torn community in one of the poorest and
conflict-ridden nations in the world?
And what if that group of 10 people were women?
Please see “Microgrid” on page 2
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Above: Yemini women pose in front of the solar panels they installed in the lowest economic
and highest conflict areas of their country. Photo courtesy of Sustainable Development
Foundation Yemen, as published by Aljazeera.

art by Erin Kennedy Mayer

Microgrid,

continued from page 1
The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) describes the project in this way:
We designed and developed a unique, low-cost solar
microgrid solution that uses our 3x6 approach for
longer term sustainability. Our solar microgrids offer
an alternative, clean and renewable energy source that
allows rural homes the ability to afford undisrupted
electricity for hours.

This UNDP-managed joint project, called the Enhanced
Rural Resilience in Yemen (ERRY) happened with support
from the European Union and was implemented by the
Sustainable Development Foundation (SDF) and CARE
International.
The program was a 2020 winner of the coveted
Ashden Award in Humanitarian Energy, which focuses
on identifying the “most exciting climate action around
the world.”

The added solar power increased
security in the area by lighting the
settlement at night. But, above all else,
the reduced financial pressure lessens
the risk of families having to make the
difficult decision to agree to under-age
marriages for their daughters.
Three communities were targeted for program sites
in the lowest economic and highest conflict-hit regions
of Yemen: Abs, the Bani Qais district near Abs, and the
Lahij governorate in the southern part of the country. The
other microgrids are managed by men. The UNDP worked
hard to ensure that both youth and women were trained
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to manage the stations in hopes of breaking the stigmas
for these groups in the area.
Have I mentioned that Yemen literally ranked the lowest
on the United Nation’s Gender Inequality Index (GII)? It
ranks at number 162. The UN says that the higher the GII
value is, the more disparities exist between females and
males, causing the more loss to human development.
Now, Let’s Get Back to the Women.
man Ghaleb Al-Hamli leads the group of 10 women
in charge of the solar power plant in Abs, Hajjah
Governorate, located 20
miles from the frontline of a
war that has displaced 3.3.
million Yeminis. “The high
cost of diesel-generated
power has deprived many
poor families of electricity
access.
“But now, the solar
power plant provides
affordable energy for 43
households…so far,” says
Above: Iman Ghaleb Al-Hamli,
Iman. “I can say with
leader of the 10-woman team
confidence, we could that oversees an award-winning
alleviate the suffering of
solar plant project
vulnerable people and ease
in Yemen. Photo courtesy
of Iman Ghaleb Al-Hamli,
the economic burden from
as seen on Twitter.
their shoulders,” she adds.
With the global increase
in diesel prices—moving from $7 USD for 20 liters prepandemic to around $30 USD today—the cost of running
a generator for electricity is inconceivable for a majority of
families in this country, where one in four are unemployed
and a significant number are underemployed. Not only
is the diesel expensive to purchase, but it’s also a high
pollutant.
The group of women was met with skepticism and even
mockery as they began work to better their community. But
now, with the success of the grid, both men and women are
coming to them for advice on how to implement
new business strategies of their own. In fact,
the group is looking into micro loans to assist
neighbors in bettering their own futures, thus
continuously challenging and breaking down
too-long-held gender barriers and stereotypes.
“I plan to give easy-to-pay loans from the
net profits of the solar plant, to allow my
business partners to open small projects such
as grocery stores, bakeries and clothing stores.
This will create employment opportunities and
increase the number of services available to the
community,” states Iman.
The microgrids now create a monthly income of
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up to $70 USD for grid owners. One solar customer recalls
that, prior to the project, “We struggled to use flashlights
to help our kids study, now we have lights, we charge our
mobiles at home and we can have fans.”
Iman and her group will not stop here. “In the near
future, I plan to establish another solar power plant in one
of the neighboring areas where 47 families need power.
In the long run, I dream to launch a large solar power
plant to extend solar services for all 3,060 households
in the Al-Ghadi area.”
The group of women are now role models in their
community. The added solar power increased security
in the area by lighting the settlement at night. But, above
all else, the reduced financial pressure lessens the risk
of families having to make the difficult decision to agree

The group of women was met with
skepticism and even mockery as they
began work to better their community.
But now, with the success of the grid,
both men and women are coming to
them for advice on how to implement
new business strategies of their own.
to under-age marriages for their daughters.
Electrical power is, in fact, a powerful thing.
Iman Ghaleb Al-Hamli named in list of 100 Most
Influential Women
t came as a shock to Iman when she heard the news.
The BBC named her as one of the 100 Most Influential
Women of 2020 alongside activists, politicians and famous
actresses and singers from across the globe.
Her family prepared a celebration for her. “Even my
brothers—who were vehement opponents to the idea of
me running a solar power plant—hugged me tightly. This
was the beginning of a journey of real change in society’s
convictions regarding women, their roles, their rights,
and the importance of giving them an opportunity to
prove themselves.” she says proudly.
One thing she wants all women—especially young
women—to know from her hard-fought success: “My
message to all girls in Yemen is to fulfill their dreams.
They must strive with confidence and challenge all
the difficulties they face in their lives to achieve those
dreams.”
Harriet Lamb, CEO of Ashden.org, understands the
direct impact of this innovative and stigma-bending
program. “The most powerful solutions put communities
in control—not as passive recipients of help, but pilots
of their own destiny. The women launching and running
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solar microgrids in conflict-hit Yemen for instance—this
initiative doesn’t just lower emissions but raises incomes
and tackles gender inequalities.”
–Dawn Michelle Michals is a freelance writer and social media
specialist living in Waco, TX. She is the Seeds Social Media
editor (and oh-so-much more) and an award-winning reporter
for Hunger News & Hope. Our readers will have seen her
previous work under the name Chelle Samaniego. Please
visit www.dawnmichellemichals.com for more information.
SOURCES: United Nations Development Programme; Ashden,
a climate-change charity (Ashden.com); Global Petrol Prices
(www.globalpetrolprices.com), BBC News.

Looking for ways to introduce your
congregation to hunger issues?

Hunger
in
God’s
World
Email seedseditor1@gmail.com for a pdf of
this four-session workshop
from Seeds of Hope. If you are in the
Central Texas area, a Seeds representative
will lead the workshop for you for gas money.
Hunger News & Hope
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Nowhere to Call Home:

Leah denBok’s Portraits of Homeless People

A

by Linda Freeto

Photo by Leah denBok, courtesy of Tim denBok.

t the age of 13, Leah denBok bought her first, used
camera from a pawnshop in her native Toronto. She
was fascinated with the way things looked through the
lens. Her photo shots came alive. She knew then that she
needed a project.1 With help from her Dad, Tim denBok, Leah
found the perfect one: photographing homeless people.
Leah had admired the work of British photographer
Lee Jeffries for some time. Jeffries has taken portraits of
homeless people in their environment since 2008—on the
street, in alley ways and on park benches. Leah was drawn
to Jeffries’ work because, as she said, “he could capture
their stories just by looking into their eyes.”2
Jeffries was not the only person—or the first—to inspire
her interest in homelessness. As a child growing up in
the denBok home, Leah was familiar with the hardships
of homelessness. She frequently heard the stories of her
mother, Sara, who, at age three, was living on the streets
of Calcutta, India. She was alone; she was hungry; she was
afraid; she did not know what to do or where to go.
A Calcutta police officer found Sara wandering the
streets, bleeding and with cuts on her head. He knew that
the only way for Sara to survive was to take her to a shelter.
So he took her, not to just any shelter, but to the orphanage
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run by Mother Teresa. Sara stayed in the orphanage until
she was five years old, when she was adopted and moved
to Canada with her new family. Leah grew up with this
story, so the realities of homelessness resonated with her.
Leah’s parents have been strong supporters, advocates
and traveling partners, and her father, Tim, is her manager.
When Tim saw the kind of photographs Leah was
developing, he was impressed. He suggested that she try
a similar endeavor to that of Lee Jeffries, but focusing on
homeless people in Ontario.
In 2014, at the age of 14, she began her homelessness
project. She has not looked back. With her father at her
side, Leah has brought the stories of homeless people in
focus for all of us to see.
Today, at the age of 20, Leah is a Junior at Sheridan
College in Oakville, ON. That her major is photography
should be no surprise. Leah continues to travel around the
world to places like New York, NY; Washington, DC; and
Brisbane, Australia, with her dad, taking photographs,
speaking, exhibiting pictures of homeless people and telling
their stories. She has received a number of awards.
Through all of this work, Leah has published a threevolume book series called Nowhere to Call Home, featuring
the humanity of less fortunate people who live among us.
This young woman is someone to keep an eye on.
As Buford Davis wrote in the Las Vegas Daily Chronicle,
“[Leah’s] photographs are not great photographs for a
teenager to have taken; they are great photographs and a
teenager has taken them.”
If you would like to hear more of Leah’s story, search
YouTube for “Leah denBok Photographer” and click on
“Teen Photographs Homeless People: The National.” This
is a great 10-minute video.
–Linda Freeto, a frequent contributor to Hunger News & Hope,
has received a number of Associated Church Press (ACP) awards
for her Special Section reports in the HNH summer issues. Her
special report on Women and Poverty from the summer 2016
issue was included in ACP’s new volume, Best of the Christian
Press 2016. A former member of the Seeds Council of Stewards
and former volunteer Business Manager, Linda returned a few
years ago to serve again as a Council Member.

Endnotes

1 “Leah denBok: The Teenager Photographing Canada’s
Homeless”; BBC News, Toronto, 15 November 2017;
reporter Jessica Murphy.
2 Ibid.
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Hearing from the Homeless:
Excerpts from Nowhere to Call Home

L

eah denBok has published three books of photos
and stories of the homeless. The stories are short and
reflective. However, it is the images that show the viewer
the souls of people we don’t always see as we walk across
town.
She writes in her preface:
I hope, through my photographs and stories, to humanize
the homeless. I want to capture their dignity as human
beings. So often, the homeless are viewed as subhuman
creatures one dare not approach, let alone talk to. I want
to change this perception of them. (Nowhere to Call
Home: Photographs & Stories of the Homeless, Vol.
I, Preface, page lX.)

L

On this page you will find excerpts from each book.

ucy is an opioid addict. “I’ve been an opioid addict since
I was 14, but it was always manageable. I, like, had a
job. I was going to
school. I had my
own place to live.
I had interests.”
However, one
day, she reached
the point where
her addictions
took over her
life. She found
herself with no
job, no schooling
to speak of, and
no place to live.
–Nowhere to
Call
Home:
Photographs
& Stories of the
Homeless, Vol. I,
photography and text by Leah denBok with Tim denBok,
page 1.

he meets on the street are friendly to him, he replied with
a simple, “No.”
–Nowhere to Call Home:
Photographs & Stories
of the Homeless, Vol. II,
photography and text
by Leah denBok with
Tim denBok, page 14.

“M

y old man’s
p a s s e d
away,” Duffy declared
to us. “Everyone’s
p a s s e d a w a y. M y
grandmother’s passed
away. She outlived
her kids. I wouldn’t
like that. But she still
had her mind.” But
despite the fact that
Duffy seemingly has
fond memories of his
family, it seems that
all was not well with his relationship with them. “I was a
ward of the court at four,” he told us sadly. “I’ve been on
my own since four.”
–Nowhere to Call Home: Photographs & Stories of the Homeless,
Vol. III, photography and text by Leah denBok with Tim
denBok, page 23.

N

athan has lived in Toronto all of his life – all 68 years
of it. His mother, who is 85, also lives in Toronto,
though his father died a long time ago. He has a sister
who also lives in Toronto, though he has no contact with
her. Nathan told us that he keeps to himself and doesn’t
have a lot of friends – though whether this is by choice or
not I do not know (Leak says). When asked if the people
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Holy Encounters
by Katie Cook

A

bout 12 years ago I assigned two Baylor University
journalism classes the task of interviewing a homeless
person and writing a feature profile. Recently, I ran across
their papers by accident and found myself sitting down to
read all of them again. Some of them are so powerful that
I feel compelled to share some excerpts with our readers.
I arranged for the students to go to shelters and soup
kitchens where I knew the staff and where I knew they
would feel safe.

C

olorado (Rocky) Low, however, went outside the box.
He saw a man he thought to be homeless sitting in a
McDonald’s close to the campus, and he went in and started
a conversation. He wrote that all of his assumptions were
smashed within the first minute, and then he described
the conversation he had with Joey. Here’s his conclusion:

Before I entered the Cafe, I sat in my car, feeling scared
and unsure about the situation. I grew up in a well-off
neighborhood and went to a high school with mainly
white students. I also attend Baylor University, which
consists of mainly affluent, white students. Before this,
I have never approached a stranger just to talk. I have
volunteered, here and there, and given an occasional
dollar to a homeless person on the street. However, I
have never sat down and conversed with a person of
limited means.
Miles then described how he went in and found that
the guests were only too happy to talk to him. He found
an African-American man named Jake and sat with him
for a long time. They ended up having an honest and
respectful conversation about racial prejudice. Before the

I have just sat with a human being—a unique
individual with a heart and a mind. This is an
encounter that causes several questions to rise
up within me—questions like “Shouldn’t I help
somehow?” and “Am I even capable of helping?”
But I realize now, I am the one who needs help. I
need to understand. And it starts with knowing
a person, listening and learning from someone
who is real. Someone whose life has just as much
significance as your own. I have no other response,
other than “Thank you, Joey.”

K

elly Nobles met a man named Jyrie outside
of the Gospel Cafe in Waco. The Cafe is
designed, not only to provide hot meals to people
who need them, but also to create a place where
wealthy people and poor people eat at the same
table. Here’s what Kelly wrote:

M

iles Thurman also went to the Gospel Cafe
to find his interviewee. His first hurdle was
to get out of the car:
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Conversation comes to an end as Jyrie’s friends
arrive and it’s time for me to depart. I shake his
hand and see the warmth of his soul in his eyes.
This man is a joy—a blessing. Hebrews 13:2 says,
“Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so
doing some people have entertained angels without
knowing it.” I feel blessed to have entertained this
heavenly angel who walks the earth known as Jyrie.
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Resources & Opportunities
conversation was over, they were laughing together, and
Miles went away amazed at his new perspective.

L

ogan Yelderman met a man at a worship service of
Waco’s Church under the Bridge, a congregation that
meets under an interstate bridge near the campus. After the
service, Logan started a conversation with a war veteran
named James and eventually invited him to go to a nearby
Wendy’s with him. The two spent a good bit of time talking,
and then making drum noises for each other and engaging
in rap “free-styling.” Here’s what Logan wrote:

Teach Justice
through Worship.

I believe that both James and I made a friend that day,
and I hope our paths cross again in the future. He has
hope and faith, and those are two of the strongest tools
in life. I learned that not all poor people or homeless
people are as depressed and upset as you might think.
James showed me that, even though he doesn’t sleep in
a bed at night or have three meals a day, he could still
be happy. Yet some people, who have everything, live
miserable lives. This story will stick with me, and I’m
sure I will tell it to a lot of my friends because it made
a big impression in my life. n

Hunger News
& Hope
has received 18
Associated Church Press
awards in the last six years.
Don’t miss another issue!
To receive free electronic copies as they come out,
email seedseditor1@gmail.com to add your name
to the e-list. For more information about Seeds of
Hope publications, go to www.seedspublishers.org.
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Our theme for this liturgical year is Breath
of God. Ask for a free promotional copy
of a Lent, Advent or Hunger Emphasis
worship packet from Seeds of Hope.
Sacred Seasons is a series of creative worship tools to
help raise awareness of hunger and justice issues.
A year’s subscription of US$100 includes Advent/
Christmastide, Lent/Eastertide and a fall Hunger
Emphasis resource. To order,
call 254/755-7745 or e-mail
seedseditor1@gmail.com. Single
packets are US$40. (NonUS subscriptions are US$115;
individual packets are US$50.) For
more information, go to www.
seedspublishers.org.
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Hunger News & Hope
is published quarterly by Seeds of
Hope Publishers, in partnership
with the following groups:
• Alliance of Baptists
• Cooperative Baptist Fellowship
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With eyes open to the world, may you go
out and look intently on our neighbors and
allow God to work through your hands to
perform miracles in our world and then
may you feel confident to tell the story.
Beloved Child of God, there are miracles in
your hands, not through your own power
or piety, but because God is at work in the
world and wants to use your hands, to
heal, to love and to save.
–Erin Conaway
Editorial Address
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2020; ISSN 0194-4495. Seeds of Hope, Inc., holds the 501(c)3 nonprofit tax status.
Seeds also produces Sacred Seasons, a series of worship materials for Advent,
Lent and an annual Hunger Emphasis—with an attitude “toward justice, peace
and food security for all of God’s children.” These include litanies, sermons,
children’s and youth activities, bulletin art and drama.
All scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted, are from the New Revised
Standard Version, Copyright © 2003 by the National Council of Churches of Christ
in the U.S.A. Used with permission.

