Exploring Sustainability:
The Water Hyacinth Problem
Proco Global speaks with In-Between International’s
founder and CEO, Rebeka Bahadorani
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SUSTAINABILITY

In these articles we discover

Over the last couple of months, Proco Global
partnered with Rebeka Bahadorani - founder

The water hyacinth problem
and how IBI created a
sustainable solution
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and CEO of In-Between International - for a
series on her company’s vision, values, and
accomplishments. We’ve explored Rebeka’s
experiences at In-Between International and
her journey so far, as well as how IBI has made
a difference within the sustainability sector.
IBI is a startup focused on exploring sustainability.

Transforming an
environmental emergency
into an opportunity
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Most recently, they developed CYNTHIA, a solution
to the invasive water hyacinth plant species.
IBI discovered methods of containing and treating
this plant, utilising its benefits while reducing its
impact on public health.

The sustainability pioneers
creating the virtuous circle
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Rebeka Bahadorani

Chairman of the Board
In-Between International
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Rebeka is In-Between International’s founder and CEO,
responsible for the creation of CYNTHIA, IBI’s ingenious
solution to the problem of the water hyacinth.
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Spurred on by the desire to help alleviate the damage caused by the pandemic of the water
hyacinth, Rebeka and her team have created CYNTHIA®, a natural fibre that can be used in
building and construction, through specialised treatment of the water hyacinth.

Exploring sustainability:
The Water Hyacinth Problem

The water hyacinth, though beautiful, is one of the world’s most damaging aquatic
plants, capable of blocking access to rivers and killing fish. Over the last several
decades, the water hyacinth has spread across the world rapidly, starving water
of oxygen, blocking sunlight, and threatening the overall health of aquatic
ecosystems. Boosted by climate change, the water hyacinth is causing harm in
more than 100 countries, impeding development, access, and growth.

By discovering how the water hyacinth can be harvested
for good use, the company is set on bringing its research
to the market in the form of a tangible product.
Ultimately, the goal is “to allow efficient management of
invaded rivers, freeing governmental expenses allocated
to address the Water Hyacinth pandemic, while being an
inexhaustible & profitable new industrial material, with
easily replicable facilities worldwide.”

What is key to your personal success?
For Rebeka, it is perseverance. She never gives up.
She surrounds herself with good partners and takes
risks, using her imagination to turn this start-up
into an industrial adventure.
What are some of the most surprising lessons
you learned along the way?

How did you become interested in your sector?

Our vision is to transform a pandemic
– the water hyacinth – which is one
of the most invasive plants, into a
sustainable activity providing an
impactful societal and
economic value.

In-Between International is a start-up focused on
exploring sustainability; in this case, it is through
discovering methods of containing and treating this
plant, utilising its benefits while reducing its impact on
public health. We sat down with Rebeka Bahadorani,
Chairman of In-Between International’s Board, for
a discussion of her vision for the company and her
journey so far.
What is the mission for you and In-Between
International?
“Our vision is to transform a pandemic – the water
hyacinth – which is one of the most invasive plants,
into a sustainable activity providing an impactful
societal and economic value as well as a positive
environmental benefit.”
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Rebeka firmly believed that there must be a solution
to this pandemic, because everything on Earth should
have a purpose. So, she decided to embrace the
challenge, looking for a potential benefit this plant
could offer to society. With this in mind, In-Between
International researched the technical properties
of water hyacinths in an attempt to harness them.
CYNTHIA® was born from this passion, a raw material
with a seemingly indefinite source.
What are some things you do to keep you interested,
updated and inspired at In-Between International?
“It is when we share our story and our goal with
potential partners, customers, research institutes, etc…
Their reactions are always very positive, giving us the
energy to go further. We always learn and discover
things during these exchanges, which bring new
challenges we want to tackle.”

“The biggest surprise may definitely be the international
aspect of this project. Regardless of country or culture,
people listen to our story and fall in love with it. They
want to be on the boat with us. Another surprise is
the discovery that this plant could really be the
raw material of the future for so many everyday
applications. So far, nobody has thought about it.”
What is the best advice you have ever received?
Since it began exploring sustainability options,
In-Between International has partnered with a
number of environmental enterprises, one of which
is the Solar Impulse Foundation. The Foundation has
identified over one thousand clean and profitable
solutions to sustainability challenges, one of which
being In-Between International. Rebeka was inspired
by a quote from Bertrand Piccard, the company’s
founder: “On your way there will be plenty of people
to tell you that it won’t work, but in fact nothing is
impossible. Believe in your dreams.”
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Transforming an
environmental emergency
into an opportunity

On your way there will be
plenty of people to tell
you that it won’t work,
but in fact nothing is
impossible. Believe
in your dreams.

Rebeka Bahadorani talks passionately about the water hyacinth. We discover how
she and her team turned the highly invasive species – an environmental emergency –
into a product sustainability solution.
The environmental emergency
Ever since a 2010 field mission to assess wastewater
treatment in Burkina Faso, Rebeka wanted to
implement change. Over the last several decades,
the water hyacinth spread across the world rapidly.
Everywhere it goes, it starves water of oxygen,
blocks sunlight, and threatens the overall health of
aquatic ecosystems. Escalated by climate change,
this pandemic is extremely serious in more than 100
countries, impeding development, access, and growth.
“For decades, the world’s economy has been driven by
financial profit only. We have abused our planet for far
too long and people are becoming tired and wanting
change. There is no planet B. Now we need – more than
ever – innovative, sustainable and profitable solutions
to inspire humanity to treat the Earth with respect. This
is our duty for the ecosystem, our children and future
generations to come.”
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Finding a way to transform this environmental
emergency into an opportunity became Rebeka’s
mission. In June 2010, she founded In-Between
International. Exploring the potential of the water
hyacinth as an indefinite natural resource, rather than
a burden, is the company’s primary purpose. They also
strive to think out of the box and create a green profit
from an inexhaustible source.
Meeting needs without compromising, sustainability
is truly at the core of In-Between-International. “It is
part of our DNA and one of the shared passions of our
team. We are not only targeting sustainable solutions,
but also profitable ones which will allow us to replicate
our success stories in any of the 100 countries affected
by the water hyacinth pandemic.”
Common sense is key; everything we need is offered by
nature just in front of us, but it’s our duty to turn it into
a sustainable, circular and respectful economy.
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Common sense is key; everything we need
is offered by nature just in front of us, but
it’s our duty to turn it into a sustainable,
circular and respectful economy.
A Natural Purpose

Changing the Fibre Game

The water hyacinth is an invasive species – wherever it
spreads, it has a negative impact on the ecosystem.
It impedes local populations and damages public
expenditures. It’s also present in ecosystems all over
the world, making it a true environmental emergency.
When faced with this problem, founder Rebeka racked
her brain – the plant is natural and prolific; surely it
must serve a purpose? – to find a way to harness its key
properties for tangible purposes.

Sustainability is an increasingly worrying concern for
industries everywhere.

In-Between International have now patented the first
industrialised process to reclaim control of the plant,
harvesting it for its fibre-rich characteristics. The result
is near-infinite source of raw material suitable for
various applications, such as building and construction.
CYNTHIA is a bio-based, sterilised fibre, with a low
carbon footprint and the potential to create jobs in
rural areas. This also means that local authorities no
longer have to use pesticides on the water hyacinth,
since harvesting the plant frees up the previously
blocked rivers and waterways. Further benefits include:
>>
>>
>>

Restoration of the natural ecosystem
Reduction of public health problems such as malaria
Decrease of water evaporation

CYNTHIA is also an extremely viable product when
compared to other alternative fibres. According to
In-Between International, CYNTHIA has an attractive
price/performance ratio, a much lower environmental
impact than traditional fibres, and requires no land
or fertilisers, meaning that land can instead be used
for conservation or agriculture. Additionally, it’s easily
reused and recycled.

10

CYNTHIA offers the perfect alternative to other natural
fibres used in thermal insulation, capable of helping
countries reach their climate and energy targets.
Because CYNTHIA fibres are produced from renewable
plants, they have an intrinsically lower carbon footprint
than most other synthetic materials. However, it
demonstrates the same key characteristics expected of
an insulation product. This is in addition to producing
an actual positive impact on the ecosystem, creating
jobs and freeing up more water. A report from Solar
Impulse Foundation rates the CYNTHIA insulation
board as 95% eco-friendly. In addition, a CYNTHIA
insulation board costs about the same as a woodbased insulation board.
The Growth of Sustainable Solutions
The In-Between International team is composed of
various talents with different sets of expertise. Anybody
who shares passion for the same valued projects with
communities on sustainable and profitable solutions
can be successful at In-Between International.
“We organise weekly meetings with a respectful and
listening culture, whereby everybody can suggest new
ideas that will be thoroughly assessed and challenged!”
“Innovation with the water hyacinth has been an
amazing journey. The more we dig, the more we’ve
discovered applications with fascinating properties. So
far, we know that our fibre CYNTHIA is a game changer
in thermal insulation, alternative packaging, absorbent
materials, and more.”
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The sustainability pioneers
creating the virtuous circle

Chairman Rebeka Bahadorani discusses her ideas for the future of sustainability
and innovation with Proco. As a leader in creating a ‘virtuous circle’, Rebeka
explains how companies need to evolve to more sustainable business practices.
What’s next for In-Between International?

A bright future

Innovation from environmental pioneers

“The past year challenged us all. It pushed us to think
about our global development and its consequences.
And not only about the ecosystem or environment,
but also about our health. Everything is linked; we live
in a virtuous circle and need to evolve accordingly.
Sustainability is a mindset and our only way of working
at In-Between International. Today, every innovation
must be a sustainable one.

As for the future itself, it can only be bright. IBI’s
project relies on an abundant, or even inexhaustible
source of raw material that they are developing into
a series of applications with tremendous growth
potential worldwide. IBI not only has this growth plan
developing in the pipeline, but also plans to expand
geographically. Soon, they hope to have presences in
Europe, NAM, and APAC.

Environmental concerns are only growing, with the
climate crisis an ever-present, looming threat. IBI is
one of many companies all over the world identifying
localised problems and developing ingenious, innovative
solutions to them. As a start-up, they have a clear focus
on a specific market and specific application. However,
in the future they anticipate cooperating with partners,
leading them to new problems, new solutions, and
ultimately a sustainable future.

In 2020, the Solar Impulse Foundation listed InBetween International on its “1000 Efficient Solutions”,
an immense honour and privilege. The foundation
compiled the guide to bring awareness to eco-friendly
innovations and products.

Right now, Rebeka and her team are focusing primarily
on the initiatives they’ve already implemented.
However, they’re keeping an ear to the ground for news
about the specific needs of various other countries,
cities, and groups. “For instance, big cities in South East
Asia, like Bangkok, not only face the water hyacinth
problem, but also a trash problem. Ideas are already
floating around about finding a way to collect the
water hyacinth while segregating the trash!”

We believe in global awareness, in the engagement
of our upcoming generation and business developers,
and in initiatives such as Solar Impulse Foundation’s
“1000 Efficient Solutions”. We are confident that our
fibre CYNTHIA® is a game changer and in 5 to 10
years’ time, In-Between International will be one of the
world’s leading successful actors of sustainability.”

12

For IBI, there is no sustainability without innovation
– the two are inextricably linked. Since evolving the
ecosystem to become more sustainable inherently
requires thinking outside the box, innovation is woven
into the fabric of the company.
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A few more examples

For IBI, there is no sustainability
without innovation.

>> Phool transforms floral waste from the Ganges
into incense.
>> Running Tide is trialling an initiative where strings
of kelp will absorb carbon via photosynthesis,
before sinking to the bottom of the sea floor,
effectively burying the carbon in the ocean.
Implementing the virtuous circle around the world:
How should we drive sustainability? And who
should pioneer this change?
“Global awareness and shifting behaviors towards
sustainability are truly encouraging and inspiring, but
simply not enough. We need more commitment from
the leaders and CEOs of this world to look for not only
sustainable solutions, but sustainable and profitable
solutions. For instance, our natural fibre CYNTHIA®
doesn’t require land that could better be used for
food. It’s also preventing deforestation while healing
the ecosystem and creating shared value projects with
the communities. In our view, this is the next big thing:
sustainability, profitability and shared value projects
with communities.

Succeeding at IBI
According to Rebeka, at IBI, anyone can succeed as
long as they share the passion and values as the rest of
the team. But success at IBI doesn’t have to be solely
a long-term goal. Rebeka says that they celebrate
every little success as well as larger ones. “Restoring
fauna, flora, and socio-economic life in a zone once
devastated by the water hyacinth, while creating
profitable and sustainable solutions, is our mean
Key Performance Indicator for success. Every time
we replicate this, we reach another level of success,
and we don’t plan to stop there.” Despite the advent
of COVID-19, and its undeniable effect on all of us,
Rebeka believes that the world is shifting towards a
more sustainable future.

Global awareness about sustainability is everywhere,
in everybody’s mind and behaviours, which is off
course absolutely fantastic. But while all corporations
are looking to boost sustainability, the pressure on
wood industry is increasing. Paper is the most used
packaging material, but this could have a negative side
effect on forestry conservation policies.
We need to focus on other alternative packaging
solutions to preserve trees, as they are the lungs of our
planet. Only this way will we create a virtuous circle –
where everything has a purpose not only naturally, but
also economically.”

We’d like to thank Rebeka for her valuable insights
into this matter. We’ll make sure to keep an eye
out for how In-Between International continues
to innovate within sustainability.
Discover more at procoglobal.com/insights
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Reaching talent far and wide
Proco Global are executive search experts working within supply chain management.
Operating across the supply chain, we have access to an unrivalled global network of
contacts at every stage of their careers and across every part of the supply chain, from
sourcing commodities to quality control and the delivery of end-products.
We spend time getting to know people so that we can share valuable insights and
match the right people to the right roles in the right companies.

procoglobal.com

