
L
ong before whiteboards, beamers
and laptops entered modern school
classrooms, teachers relied on the

humble, dusty, sometimes screechy
blackboard chalk-a material that has cre-
ated a Jordanian business success story.
Chemical engineer Salah Aloqbi remem-
bers sitting on a bus in Amman in 1995
when he hit on the idea that would lead
him to create his company. More than
two decades later it boasts 150 staff, with
exports to more than 100 countries.

Chalk, a white, soft limestone, was
formed aeons ago when the shells of tiny
marine creatures were compressed on
the sea floor-and the landlocked Middle
Eastern desert country of Jordan is
blessed with vast deposits. “It was a
game-changing idea,” recalled Aloqbi,
now 49, who founded the Jordan Chalk
Manufacturing Company.

“I was returning from work at the
Jordan Carbonate Company when I
heard a radio interview saying that the
calcium carbonate produced by the com-
pany is used in various industries in
Jordan-except the chalk industry.” Aloqbi
pondered how to make blackboard chalk,
which was until then wholly imported, to
gain extra value from the calcium carbon-
ate that is also used to produce white
cement, make soils less acidic, and
toothpaste more abrasive.

Seven years later, he launched a small
factory in Karak governorate south of
Amman, with two rooms and just five

workers, and started experimenting-ini-
tially by pulverising the porous material
with a meat mincer. “But the chalk that
we produced at that time was no longer
used around the world, so we moved to
produce dustless medical chalk,” he said,
referring to a carbonate-based type with
larger particles.

The right stuff 
Some 2,149 attempts later, the busi-

nessman said proudly, he hit the right for-
mula for dustless chalk, creating a “very
strong export opportunity” that now sees

his company produce 10 billion pieces a
year. Jordan has a near endless supply
of the raw material, with the ministry of
energy and mineral resources estimating
the countryʼs “assets of limestone exceed
1.3 billion metric tons”.

Limestone is the common form of cal-
cium carbonate CaCO3, the main ingredi-
ent for chalk. “It comes to mind that this is
an outdated product, but the truth is that
we are struggling to meet the great
demand,” Aloqbi said as he inspected
hundreds of cartons heading to Britain
and Germany, Mali and Morocco. 

The chalk pieces come in a wide
palette of colors and are used for art and
play around the world. The firm has also
branched out into colored crayons and
modeling clay, and is the countryʼs only
producer of chalk sticks. Today, the com-
pany sits on a 7,500 square meter plot
and offers sought-after jobs in a country
where the unemployment rate soared to
25 percent last year, about the same as
the poverty rate. 

“Most of us are from villages in Karak
governorate,” said one employee, 28-

year-old Sundus Majali. “More than half
of the workers are women.” At first, she
said, “it was difficult for parents to allow
females to work ... But today they have
no problem with that, especially because
the factory is safe, not like other work-
places.” Another colleague, Alaa Aloqbi,
33, said “the factory has provided job
opportunities at a time when life became
difficult”.— AFP

H
arumichi Shibasaki was nearly 70
when he began making YouTube
art tutorials from his quiet home in

the Japanese countryside. Five years
on, he has 1.4 mill ion subscribers.
Unlike the attention-grabbing antics of
most top YouTubers, the grandfather
has won hearts with his calm, soothing
manner, which fans say makes them feel
“warm and peaceful”.

He has also built a global following
thanks to the English subtitles on his
videos demonstrating painting and
sketch techniques, which sometimes
feature his grandchildren and two cats.
“Hello. Shibasaki here. Howʼs every-
one doing?” the grey-haired art instruc-
tor with glasses and a moustache says
in Japanese, pausing to smile and
wave.

The 74-year-old films everything him-
self for his channel “Watercolor by
Shibasaki” using tripods, lighting and a
smartphone or DSLR camera. He is also

active on Instagram, TikTok and Twitter,
and says being directly connected to the
world is “like a dream”. “We didnʼt even
have a TV at home when I was a child,”
Shibasaki told AFP near his home in a
rural part of Chiba, outside Tokyo, where
birdsong fills the air. “As someone from
my generation, I didnʼt expect there
would ever be a time like this.”

His videos range from how to paint
cherry blossoms to snapshots of daily
life, such as cooking bamboo shoots
dug up from his garden. Like many suc-
cessful YouTubers, his clips are pep-
pered with banner and video ads, while
big fans can send cash during
livestreams or pay to access members-
only footage. It was Shibasakiʼs son
who first encouraged him to post on the
site-a chance for the instructor with
decades of experience to reach a global
audience. “I like teaching, I like chatting
with everyone. I can talk for five, six
hours!” Shibasaki said.

ʻKindʼ voice 
During the darkest days of the pandem-

ic, Shibasakiʼs subscriber count soared. In
one April 2020 video he showed viewers
how to sketch a smudgy, fluffy cat, saying
he hoped drawing together would help
them feel better while stuck at home. A
flood of comments in different languages
called the video “calm and relaxing” and
said Shibasakiʼs “kind” voice had left a
“warm and peaceful” impression. “Viewers
say I have a really good voice, but I have
no idea why,” he laughed. People tell him
that his slow, relaxed delivery reassures
them, and some even see Shibasaki-who
has undergone heart surgery six times-as
an agony uncle.

Because of his health scares, “death
has become a concrete mental image,” he
said, meaning he can “truly understand”
the problems people confide in him.
Shibasaki loved painting from a young
age, but as the only son of a farming fami-
ly in Chiba, he expected his parents to ask

him to take over their land. However, over-
come with the desire to move to Tokyo
and study art aged 18, he rushed to ask
his parentsʼ permission while they were
hard at work. “They looked back at me in
the rice field and said I should go. Iʼm so
grateful for that.”

Shibasaki later became an art teacher
and strived to make his advice easy to
understand, just like in his videos.
“Painting is fun,” he said. “Itʼs a battle with
myself to achieve perfection. Itʼs interest-
ing, and thereʼs a sense of achievement.”
Shibasaki wants to continue painting as
long as possible. When artists get older,
“their eyesight gets worse, their hands
shake,” he said. “Iʼm going to turn 75, so
Iʼll only be able to draw properly for anoth-
er five years or so. But in the meantime, if
I can make paintings to leave behind,
thatʼs what I want to do.”—  AFP 

Picky eaters: 
Japan penguins
piqued  by penny-
pinching zoo

P
icky penguins and ornery otters
at a Japanese aquarium are
facing the effects of inflation,

refusing the new bargain bites their
keepers are now offering after a jump
in prices. As part of a belt-tightening
effort, the Hakone-en aquarium in
central Japanʼs Kanagawa region has
scrapped some of its traditional and
more expensive horse mackerel in
favor of cheaper mackerel.

But the menu change has not
been received with universal
approval, with some penguins res-
olutely turning their beaks up when
the mackerel is proffered. “They take
it into their mouths at first, but then
they decide they donʼt like it and drop
it,” aquarium head Hiroki Shimamoto
told AFP.

He speculates that the uncompro-
mising penguins may have taken
issue with the size of their new meals,
which are bigger than their standard
fare. “They sense something is off,”
he said.

The problem is even more acute
among the aquariumʼs otters, who
have uniformly rejected the cheaper
fish, Shimamoto added. The facility
said it made the switch after horse
mackerel prices rocketed up about
20-30 percent from last year, in part
because of low catches. The aquari-
um is still purchasing some horse
mackerel for its feed, but has no
plans to revert back entirely until
prices fall, Shimamoto said. “It all
depends on when things get back to
normal.”— AFP
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Workers package finished chalk into boxes at the Jordan Chalk company in Karak, around 120
kilometres (70 miles) south of the capital Amman.

A worker puts colored chalk through a machine at the Jordan Chalk company in Karak,
around 120 kilometers south of the capital Amman. —AFP photos

Japanese art instructor Harumichi Shibasaki paints with watercolours at a shrine in
Isumi, Chiba prefecture. Harumichi Shibasaki was nearly 70 when he began making
YouTube art tutorials from his quiet home in the Japanese countryside. Five years on, he
has 1.4 million subscribers. - AFP photos

Japanese art instructor Harumichi Shibasaki poses with one of his pet cats at his atelier
in Isumi, Chiba prefecture. 

‘Like a dream’: Japanese grandpa 
draws in following as art YouTuber

Workers package finished chalk into boxes at the Jordan Chalk company
in Karak, around 120 kilometers (70 miles) south of the capital Amman.


