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andy Seeds, the UAE’s first 
mindful ecological educa-
tion programme, is a grass-
roots initiative offering a 
universally recognised cur-

riculum that focuses on food educa-
tion and technology, eco awareness 
and mindfulness.

Sandy Seeds, founded by Justine 
Bain, includes community work-
shops, research education and food 
technology programmes along with 
the design and implementation of 
gardens at schools in addition to 
teacher training in edible gardening 
and mindfulness.

Bain and her partners Jennifer 
Small and Kamelia Bin Zaal said 
they hoped the initiative will have 
positive effects on the younger gen-
eration. The project aims to address 
childhood obesity, mental health is-
sues and food education.

“When my first born started 
school, I was already aware of the 
global statistics and that stress and 
diet-related diseases were massive-
ly on the rise, mental health disor-
ders were reaching an all-time high 
in our younger generations and this 
made me feel very uneasy for my 

own child’s future, so I decided to 
act,” Bain said.

She began a 21-month pilot study 
in the Dubai English Speaking 
School (DESS).

“The response from the school, 
the parents and the children was 
truly outstanding,” she said. “That 
prompted me to take it to the next 
level and build a strong team that 
could help me reach out to other 
schools and the community at 
large.”

Small has a background in busi-
ness administration and education 
and advises on daily operations. Bin 
Zaal is an award-winning Emirati 
garden designer committed to pro-
tecting and enhancing the environ-
ment.

As the Sandy Seeds team look to 
launch its programme in September, 
their curriculum would be offered to 
both English- and Arabic-speaking 
schools. They said they hoped to 
generate interest from all curricu-
lums.

“We first advise the schools to 
take on our resources,” Bain said. “If 
the school does not yet have a gar-
den or an area for cooking or practis-
ing mindfulness, then we can help 
them with this.

“The next recommended stage is 
training. It is very important for the 
sustainability and the success of the 
project that faculty is armed with 
the expertise to carry out the initia-
tive and make it a whole-school ap-
proach. We also like bringing in the 
wider community and the parents, 
so everyone is speaking the same 
language,” Bain said.

“Bringing the produce to the table 
is just one aspect of the programme, 
albeit an exciting one for all in-
volved. It does vary from school to 
school depending on budget, space 
and how prepared they are.”

Sandy Seeds has grown in align-
ment with the government’s estab-
lishment of wellbeing initiatives 
“as it works in unison with schools 

to ensure wellbeing is top prior-
ity among all educators alike,” Bain 
said.

“Sourcing an education that offers 
all our children a chance to thrive on 
a social and emotional level is just as 
important as academia.

“Aside from creating calmer learn-
ing environments for our children, 
mindful education encourages us to 
look at the positive cognitive ben-
efits of greater focus, attention and 
improved grades for the students.”

“From a social and emotional per-
spective, we see greater emotional 
regulation and compassion and, 
from an overall wellbeing view, we 

see a decline in obesity, anxiety, de-
pression and stress. It truly is a life 
skill that should be offered to all,” 
Bain added.

Bin Zaal said: “It’s really as crea-
tive as each school wants it to be. 
The children themselves can get in-
volved and help design planters that 
are made out of recycled materials 
such as plastic bottles or old tires.

“However, we offer more than 
just edible gardens. As a landscape 
designer, I can help the children 
and teachers get the most out of 
the spaces they have available and 
hopefully within a budget that is 
feasible. It is about trying to get the 

children involved as much as pos-
sible from the start. It’s a group ef-
fort.”

About incorporating “mindful-
ness” in classrooms, Small said: 
“Our trainer engages with faculty 
and addresses any concerns they 
may have prior, or during the train-
ing process. As a result, we find the 
teachers reciprocate the adoption 
process with their own students, 
which supports a smooth transi-
tion.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Sandy Seeds 
to set pace for 
mindful ecological 
education in UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Mindful education. A picture shows young girls, with Sandy Seeds, the UAE’s first mindful ecological 
education programme, watering plants.                                                                                                       (Sandy Seeds)

T
he international media 
frequently present 
provocative and 
sensational stories on 
the trade of human 
kidneys in the MENA 

region, a charge to which doctors 
and government officials in those 
countries vehemently deny. So 
why do these stories appear and 
how much of what is claimed is 
based on hard, unequivocal 
evidence?

As an investigator of human 
organ trafficking, I have come to 
know many individuals and 
organisations involved in this 
lurid trade. I regularly come into 
contact not only with the buyers 
and sellers of human organs but 
also the fixers and middlemen 
who broker the deals, the doctors 
who perform the transplant 
surgery and the hospital officials 
who provide facilities and nursing 
support.

I should acknowledge first that 
many countries in the MENA 
region have been at the forefront 
of the international effort to 
combat global human organ 
trafficking. As an example, 
representatives from Saudi Arabia 

and Kuwait have taken leadership 
roles within the Declaration of 
Istanbul Custodian Group, the 
principal organisation recognised 
by the World Health Organisation 
for monitoring and reporting 
global organ trafficking. These 
representatives have enforced 
some of the strictest measures 
against human organ trafficking 
within their own countries.

In the MENA region, however, 
Egypt stands out as the country in 
which illegal and unethical 
kidney transplants are per-
formed, in large numbers, with 
impunity. As such, Egypt has 
become an international hub of 
human organ trafficking. With the 
effective closure of organ markets 
in the Philippines and China to 
foreigners, Egypt is likely to be 
the most popular destination for 
transplant tourists from overseas. 
From 2008-17, I made contact 
with more than 250 people who 
purchased a kidney in Cairo and, 
given that I am only able to reach 
out to a fraction of the total, the 
true number is likely several 
times that I have discovered.

While Egypt is the only country 
in the MENA region that appears 
to have a systemic problem with 
illicit organ transplantation, 
other countries have become 
complicit in the migration 
towards Egypt of those who 
become victim to the Egyptian 
organ trade. The kidney sellers 

are rarely Egyptian citizens and 
most often originate from nearby 
MENA countries. I have discov-
ered Syrian victims who were 
recruited by brokers in Lebanon 
and Sudanese, Eritrean and 
Somali victims who were 
recruited by brokers in Libya.

Unlike the myths perpetuated 
by some commentators, these 
victims are not physically forced 
into having a kidney removed. 
They are individuals who find 
themselves in dire financial 
circumstances who decide to sell 
a kidney to raise urgently needed 
funds. Recently I encountered 
Syrian victims who each sold a 
kidney so they could pay a people 
smuggler to transport their 
families to the European Union 
via Turkey.

Organ buyers descend on Egypt 
from all over the world. I have 
met brokers in Cairo who special-
ise in specific buyer nationalities. 
These buyers will typically pay as 
much as $100,000 for a kidney 
purchased from a seller for less 
than $5,000. A massive profit 
indeed.

Added to this, the clinical 
outcomes for both buyer and 
seller are generally very poor and 
many die from infection and 
other complications following 
these clandestine procedures. 
Sellers are routinely underpaid 
and buyers are typically required 
to make additional payments well 

Fewer illicit organ transplants in MENA, problem persists in Egypt
in excess of the originally agreed 
sum. It is just bad news all 
around.

The solution to the problem can 
be found on both the demand and 
supply side of the equation. If 
more countries would develop 
and administer a robust deceased 
organ donation system, then 
demand for organs on the black 
market would decrease. If 
countries in the MENA region 
developed more rigorous border 
control and cooperation, then 
perhaps the continuous flow of 
organ sellers into Egypt could be 
reduced and limit the extent of 
organ trading.

Overall, there are major 
improvements taking place in 
ethical organ donation through-
out the MENA region. However, 
the apparent unwillingness of 
Egypt to engage with the interna-
tional transplant community and 
take urgent and appropriate 
action will inevitably lead to the 
international media continuing to 
unfairly brand the MENA region 
as a centre of human organ 
trafficking.

Dr Campbell Fraser, from the 
Griffith Business School, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, Australia, 
has spent eight years investigat-
ing the global organ trade and 
works with health authorities and 
law enforcement agencies to 
combat human trafficking.

Campbell 
Fraser

View point
The clinical 
outcomes for 
both buyer 
and seller 
are generally 
very poor 
and many 
die from 
infection.

Overall, there are major 
improvements taking place in 
ethical organ donation 
throughout the MENA region.

Sourcing an 
education that 
offers children a 
chance to thrive 
on a social and 
emotional level is 
just as important 
as academia.
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founder of Sandy Seeds 


