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Virginia preteen leads bikes-to-Africa drive
Fifth-grader was moved to act after witnessing the lack of transportation during a vacation
By NIKITA STEWART
Washington Post 

WASHINGTON - When 11-year-old Winston Duncan was on vacation in southern Africa in August, he watched people walk and walk and walk.

Eventually, he realized that walking — many times, long distances — was the only way people had to get around, he said. There were few cars, fewer buses. "The people were just walking so much," Winston said. "It was such a hard sight to see. I couldn't take it."

When the fifth-grader returned home to Arlington, Va., he brainstormed with his mother on how to get people from Point A to Point B other than on two feet. Their answer: on two wheels.

Four months after his trip, the boy organized a bike collection in Arlington.

Over the weekend, people pulled up in minivans, sport-utility vehicles and hatchbacks to give away 10-speeds, three-speeds and toddler bikes that were too old, too small or too rusted.

Winston hoped to collect 75 bikes to send to Namibia, in southwest Africa. He wound up with 160 and had a few calls to pick up more.

"It's amazing," he said. "We got twice as many as our goal."

Winston pulled together the event with the help of his mother and a savvy that belies his age: He publicized his efforts by creating a Web site, contacting the media, passing out fliers at stores and holding an assembly Tuesday at Nottingham Elementary School with a representative from the Namibian Embassy at his side.

Dixie Duncan, Winston's mother, said her son has always been sensitive to the needs of others and aware of poverty around the world as a result of their frequent foreign travel. Two hours into Saturday's collection, Winston was talking about applying for a grant to continue his work, as well as holding a big bike collection on Earth Day. "I want to try to make it bigger," he said.

Duncan coaches her son's basketball team and got the players to help.

The youths, their siblings and parents removed the pedals from each bike and tightened the handlebars to make them easier to ship.

Winston set up a nonprofit group called Wheels to Africa, and he contacted Bikes for the World, an Arlington-based organization that ships bicycles to developing countries, including some in Africa.

To defray shipping costs, Winston collected $10 from each donor.

Bicycles are expensive commodities in countries in Central America and Africa, where they generally are imported, said Keith Oberg, director of Bikes for the World.

"We're so affluent here. We discard these bikes," he said. "In some countries, it can mean a child can continue to go to school."

Oberg said the bikes will be reassembled by the Bicycling Empowerment Network, an organization in southern Africa that promotes the use of bicycles so poor communities can have low-cost access to employment, health care and education.

And what is Winston riding now?

"Well, actually, I don't have a bike," he said, adding that he'd donated all of his bicycles to Wheels to Africa.

