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A Hope for poor children

A PLASTIC WHEELCHAIR
Two Israeli entrepreneurs, ex- Keter
Plastic employees, initiated an
outstanding social impact project: to
produce a $100 wheelchair to be
distributed among disabled children
in less developed environments.
Pablo Kaplan: “I want to do
something good for Humanity”.

Take one of the world’s problems - 5 to 8
million disabled children each needing a wheel
chair but with no hope of getting one because
they are too poor. Add to it two business
partners from Israel (ex Keter Plastic) who
decide one day to invest their skills and
energies in solving this problem “for humanity”
– then add tremendous creativity and plain
common sense and here is the solution – a
plastic wheel chair for no more than $100 a
piece!

Standing behind it are Pablo Kaplan, in the past
VP Marketing at Keter Plastic and his partner
Ms. Chava Rothstein, previously Marketing
Manager for one of the Company divisions.
They have for the past year been working to
realize Kaplan’s long-time dream of
manufacturing, a plastic wheelchair for needy
children in poor countries the world over.
Soon after starting work on this ambitious
project, the couple enlisted the help of
Jerusalem based Alyn, a hospital well
established for rehabilitation of children as well
as “Ziv-Av engineering” who have been
instrumental in designing the chair.
Last August, using an advanced 3-dimentional
printer, the first prototype was created with the
name “Wheelchairs of Hope” – under the
management of Kaplan and Rothstein, classified
by them as a social enterprise, with the aim of
distributing plastic wheel chairs to children in
the poorer countries of Africa, South America
and Asia.

This chair is not only cheaper, but it is brightly
colored, and being much lighter in weight, it is
also easier to move around than the standard
wheelchairs.
Certainly one of the most fascinating initiatives
to have been undertaken in Israel by private
individuals.
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With the blessing of the United Nations WHO
(World Health Organization) and UNICEF
(International Children’s Emergency Fund) and
with the help of Prof. Ciechanover, the
Technion’s chemistry Nobel Prize Laureate, they
are now looking for investors to enable them to
go forward with the next stage – mass
production of their wheelchair.

Emotional Identification
Although the idea of a plastic wheelchair may
seem obvious, such a chair does not appear to
be currently available in the market.
Rothstein: “The world of wheelchairs is very
technical, clinical and cold and anyway the
business community does not target the disabled

population with special needs.”
So how did this idea suddenly occur to Kaplan?
Kaplan: “It has been in my mind for years. I
worked at Keter Plastic for 26 years and was
responsible for the marketing of millions of
plastic chairs. I wanted to use the knowledge I
accumulated to do something for humanity and
this led me to thinking about wheelchairs. I also
noticed that the design aspect has been
neglected – I wanted to make this piece of
equipment attractive so that the user is able to
identify with it emotion. Aside from this, plastic
is both light and with an easy to assemble
concept can be shipped everywhere in the world.
It is also easier for the child to move around as it
weighs 10 kgs compared to the 17 kgs for metal
chairs.”
Why are you targeting specifically populations
in developing countries?
Rothstein: In these countries there is no
supporting social network and often no social
awareness of the importance of including
people with disabilities. Therefore disabled
people in need of effective mobility solutions are
left unaided. In the west, most people have
different kind of health insurance that covers
those needs.
And what made you focus on children?
Rothstein: “Pablo’s basic idea of providing
wheelchairs to those who cannot immediately
connected to the enormous importance that I
myself relate to children and education. I got
this from my mother who was born in Israel in
1919, to a family of 11 and who received no
formal elementary education at all. She imbued
me with the perception that education is a top
value. If we want to improve something in this
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world, we should concentrate on education.
Disabled children, without means of mobility
cannot attend schools. Our wheelchair will
hopefully break this vicious circle”.

working to realize their “Wheelchairs of Hope”
vision.
Rothstein: “Working together in Switzerland
made us secure in the idea that we can carry
this project through together. We complement
each other in business.”
While Kaplan calls Rothstein “the project boss”,
she laughingly says she would prefer to be the
coffee maker – and then in turn praises Kaplan’s
communication skills “Pablo’s father was a
journalist and politician and he himself has
wonderful communication skills with the
incredible ability to always reach the right
people”.

Kaplan (62), born in Argentina and Rothstein
(50) met when they were both working at Keter
Plastic and became a couple 10 years ago. For
both of them this is the 2nd marriage and
between them they have six children, Rothstein
has 3 and Kaplan has 2 in addition to a young
man that Rothstein adopted unofficially when
he immigrated to Israel from Ethiopia without
his parents. Pablo subsequently became part of
this adoption.
Three years ago they left Keter and together set
up a production facility in Switzerland for plastic
garbage bins. Two years later, with completion
of this project they were back in Israel and

One of the contacts that Kaplan enlisted for the
project was his friend Amir Ziv-Av, owner of ZivAv Engineering, formerly the development
manager at Keter Plastic and lately the Chief
Scientist at the Ministry of Transport. Kaplan
proposed to Mr.Ziv-Av and to Managing
Director of Ziv-Av Engineering Itzik Taf to
harness the company to the engineering
development of the plastic wheelchairs. For
designing the chairs, with different models to
match a range of ages, Kaplan enlisted another
friend, the industrial designer Avner Sadot,
owner of the design company Nekuda DM.
Taf: “When Pablo described what happens in
poor countries where children cannot afford the
mobility provided by a wheelchair – we were
moved. Look, we have car safety seats and toy
cars with seats with wonderful designs and
where there are actually children who need a
solution that is both attractive and low cost
there is none available.”
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Taf enlisted some of his workers for this project,
in the framework of community work. After a
number of working sessions with Alyn
professionals, who he said are wonderful
people who explained clearly the needs of
children with different physical disabilities, the
development work got under way. Of the first
model built he explains that the logic used was
based on intelligent planning, on one hand to
use thin plastic to reduce costs, and on the
other hand to maintain the strength and
flexibility of the chair.
The next step, according to Taf, is to develop
additional models in varying sizes. “The next
step in the process is to create molds for
additional models and this is expensive. Pablo
and Chava need to raise more money – they
need investors.”
At the same time as they are looking for
investors, Kaplan and Rothstein are also dealing
with other aspects of the project. Kaplan shows
a letter received from the WHO and explains
“While we were in Switzerland, we made
contact with the organization in Geneva. When
we presented our vision, they told us we would
get all their support as there is no existing
product like this – existing solutions are
expensive and unattractive. We also met with
the International Red Cross in Geneva as well as
with UNICEF and with the help of our UN
Ambassador Ron Prossor, we were invited last
September to take part in the United Nations
|General Assembly in New York, who dealt with
disability and development. Following this, we
were invited to join the Task force of UNICEF
and WHO dealing with assistive technologies
and setting the agenda for 2014-15”.

Will you distribute these wheelchairs via these
aid organizations or directly?
Kaplan: The aim is to distribute them using 3rd
party organizations that work in developing
countries. UN organizations such as WHO will
not purchase the equipment directly, but will
recommend to the target countries and aid
organizations that work in these countries to
buy the wheelchairs from us. However, UNICEF
is now considering setting up its own purchasing
network. Our wheelchair has been selected as
one of the items to run in a future pilot.
Additional potential customers are major
international companies having a “social
responsibility agenda” and willing to support
those in need in the third world countries where
they are active. We are currently at the initial
stage of meetings with some of them.”
Why did you decide to work as a social
enterprise and not as a foundation?
Kaplan: “We hesitated at first, but at the very
start the W.H.O. recommended that we shall
manage this initiative as a business and not as
philanthropists. This suited us fine – we are
business people and know how to manage
businesses. We are creating a social impact
enterprise that is managed as a business.”
Kaplan and Rothstein would like an Israeli
company to take on production of the chairs, or
at least some of them. Currently they are
hoping that Keter Plastic, their mentoring
company, will do so.
Have you considered distributing your
wheelchairs among disabled children in Israel
and the Palestine Authority?
Rothstein Fortunately there are not many
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children in Israel who need a wheelchair and
cannot get one – but it does happen in the
Palestinian areas and among the Bedouins in
their none recognized settlements where
medical services and insurance are not common
and children mobility are not dealt with. We
would like to include these populations in the
project – these are the people nearest to us and
therefore most accessible.”

One Million Wheelchairs
Kaplan: “Our target is to start a pilot with
distribution in 4 countries by the end of 2014
and looking a little further ahead we plan to sell
1,000,000 wheelchairs around the world in the
first 7 years. One of our targets is the
Palestinian Authority. This is very clearly in our
interest. Altogether our project is a fantastic
opportunity for Israel’s public relations. There
has already been interest expressed by countries
with which we do not have diplomatic relations,
e.g. Pakistan.”

both stuck at Zurich airport when a flight was
cancelled, has agreed to be on the advisory
board of this initiative. “Aside from the
importance with which as a doctor I relate to
wheelchair mobility, and in spite of the fact that
I hate to see people suffering because they can’t
afford $100 for a chair, the globalism of this
project charmed me. Science and Medicine do
not distinguish between populations. I was
attracted by the fact that people from faraway
places, from Burundi to Paraguay, will use the
same wheelchairs and these are being
developed here in Israel.
I often come across protests against Israel when
traveling abroad, but here we are talking about
a project that is both interesting and different,
that transcends borders of culture, religion and
skin color. I have enlisted another Nobel Prize
for medicine, my friend Dr. Richard Roberts and
I hope that his addition will bring additional help
to accomplish this project.

Nobel Prize Prof. Aaron Cichanover, who got to
know Kaplan several years ago when they were
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