9 772201 555009

ISSN 2201-5558

AUS: $12.50 NZ: $14.50

04

The Wonderbag
Changing the world one meal at a time

Words by Erica-Louise Photography Supplied

Imagine a cooking device that uses no fossil fuels, no
firewood, no electricity and minimal water. A portable
device that allows you to slow cook hot food at home or on
the road after initially cooking your food by conventional
methods. The Wonderbag is a revolutionary eco-cooking
device that is changing the way people prepare meals all
over the world.

What is a Wonderbag?
The Wonderbag is a fuel-free heat retention cooker. It is much like
a crockpot without an electrical plug. Not limited to stews, rice,
curry or soups, the Wonderbag can cook sponge puddings, hot
beverages and even chocolate brownies.
The Wonderbag’s smart design allows food to continue cooking
on a low heat without power. According to its creators, the
process works in four steps: “boil it, bag it, stand it and share it”.
Ingredients of a dish are cooked by conventional methods for
around 20 minutes. The pot is then placed into the Wonderbag
with the lid firmly in place. Once the bag’s drawstring is pulled
tight, the food inside the pot continues to slow cook at a low
temperature for up to 12 hours without drying out or burning.

Collins became aware of the troubles associated with what should
be the simple process of cooking a family meal. She identified the
arduous and often dangerous journey involved in gathering wood
for cooking fuel and the effects of smoke inhalation which are
detrimental to the health of women in rural communities.
Collins’ “Eureka” moment came about in 2008 when
Johannesburg experienced frequent blackouts that often left
the city in darkness. “Cities and towns, hospitals and schools
– all had power only once every few days, and then only for a
few hours. One morning at 2am I was inspired by a memory of
my grandmother using heat retention to cook for our family –
specifically wrapping bedding around a pot to keep it cooking
without wasting fuel. I was inspired to seize this age-old
technology of heat retention (ancient cultures used sand and
other materials), and to transform it into a modern-day, lifechanging, sought-after kitchen accessory”, explains Collins.

“The Wonderbag is…
changing the way
people prepare meals
all over the world.”

How did the Wonderbag come into existence?
The Wonderbag concept came about when native South
African, Sarah Collins, sought a simpler, more sustainable way
to cook family meals, mainly for women in remote African
communities. Collins had worked in environmental conservation
and community development most of her working life in the lead
up to her Wonderbag journey. The importance of empowering
women was a large factor in the decision to start the business.
“Before inventing and scaling Wonderbag, I had searched for
most of my adult life for ways to help improve lives, especially in
empowering women in rural Africa. I had worked in AIDS orphan
clinics, in environmental conservation and started communitybased businesses to help women in rural areas generate income
and independence”, Collins tells us.
“I eventually found strength and purpose running for office in
my native South Africa with a platform dedicated to justice and
equality in my deeply divided country. Though I did not win, I had
created and clarified a unifying platform that other leaders took
note of.”

In a fortuitous encounter, Sarah Collins met Moshy Mathe on a
flight from Durban. Mathe ran and continues to manage “Youth
For Survival”, a Non-Government Organisation (NGO) sewing
centre for abused women in Tshwane. Mathe explained that her
NGO did not have enough jobs for the women in her centre. That
one statement became the “aha” moment that both women
needed to develop the Wonderbag.
The insulated Wonderbag design is a circular drawstring bag,
made in the “Youth For Survival” sewing centre using traditional
colourful African fabrics. The Wonderbag is filled with repurposed
foam chips, which act as a heavy insulation to heat the food
inside.
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How the Wonderbag is changing lives.
Living in a world where fuel is expensive and limited, the
Wonderbag is changing lives in many ways. To date over 1.5
million bags have been sold worldwide and approximately
120,000 bags are made every year. This makes a huge difference
to the lives of the women working at the sewing centre.
The “Youth For Survival” mission trains individuals to sew
Wonderbags, and also offers a shelter where women receive
counselling and support to get back on their feet.
“The Wonderbag can support economic growth, familial security
and wellbeing”, Collins explains. “It provides time for women to
work and children to go to school; many women are now using
this extra time to start businesses – so many, that the term
Wonderpreneur has been popularised (some are even cooking
and selling food made in the Wonderbag as their business”.
On a wider scale, the Wonderbag improves health and reduces
carbon emissions in low income communities. It is a significant
environmental game-changer by combatting deforestation
and pollution, due to the reduction in fuel required to cook
family meals. In communities where coal and wood fires are
used to prepare meals, the Wonderbag is a safer and more
environmentally friendly option.
“The Wonderbag is also improving the safety and wellbeing
of families”, Collins observes. “It minimises the risk of smoke
inhalation (a frequent cause of early death in rural areas) and
injury. The Wonderbag has even been important in helping to
prevent rape (82% of rapes happen while gathering fire wood).”

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
has recognised these efforts. The Wonderbag brand achieved
first place in the Climate Change Leadership Awards and Eskom’s
2012 Innovation Award.
The Wonderbag Foundation and WonderFeasts.
Under the Wonderbag Foundation initiative, a registered nonprofit in South Africa, the organisation supports communities
around the world. Under the Buy One, Give One model, for
every Wonderbag purchased, a donation is made to the
Foundation. This in turn means Wonderbags can be distributed
to disadvantaged communities across the world.
The Foundation also financially supports WonderFeasts, a mission
to engage with individuals in lower income communities.
“A WonderFeast is a catalyst for communities to come together
to learn about life-saving opportunities. We cook a wholesome
meal and demonstrate how the Wonderbag works. After the
demonstration, everyone gets to share a meal. Not only do
we highlight the Wonderbag, we bring together leaders in the
community to discuss other challenges and opportunities within
the community. Our goal is that the community leaves feeling
empowered and more integrated”, explains Collins.
The Wonderbag is moving into global communities with the
assistance of charitable organisations. Collins is currently working
with the Red Cross, The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and the United Nations Human Rights
Council on various global initiatives in areas such as Bidi Bidi in
Uganda (the largest refugee settlement in the world), Mahama in
Rwanda, as well as Syrian refugee settlements.
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There is a Wonderbag project taking place in Puerto Rico, a
country which lost 46% of its forest cover between 1990 and
2010. In areas where deforestation is happening at an alarmingly
fast rate, the Wonderbag is an incredibly useful cooking device.
The Wonderbag can dramatically reduce the need for people to
rely on electricity and firewood, at least for meal preparation,
so in places like Puerto Rico, a non-electric slow cooker is an
incredibly useful gadget.

“She identified the
arduous and often
dangerous journey
involved in gathering
wood for cooking fuel…”

What does the future hold for the Wonderbag brand?
Collins hopes to continue inspiring Wonderpreneurs and with
this, support human rights, honour human dignity and build
sustainable economies.
“I am also determined to create meaningful partnerships and
alliances including in eco-tourism and helping responsible
businesses expand into “the last mile” in Africa”, says Collins.
“I am now known as the founder of Globally Conscious
Capitalism, a movement that offers a fresh blueprint for aid
agencies and the business community to work together in
innovative ways.”
Through Collins’ alliance, she has developed successful
partnerships with major corporations such as Unilever, Pfizer
and Microsoft and continues to call upon other businesses to
participate.

Family meals cooked in the Wonderbag are a healthier alternative
to pre-packaged food. The eco-cooking gadget uses a lot
less energy than other slow-cooking devices, and is therefore
attractive to all households around the world. Because the
Wonderbag is an unplugged utensil, camping families are
especially fond of the bag as it significantly reduces the amount
of time spent cooking over portable gas stoves.

Wonderbags are available worldwide.

For informations and purchases, contact:

Collins admits she is “proud that the Wonderbag is now found in
both the poorest and most affluent of homes around the globe”.

wonderbagaustralia.com.au
or
wonderbag.co.za

― food ―

