
Solar racers picture a 
win in Abu Dhabi
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Call it the experience of a lifetime. Or just call it part of a great 
education at Oregon State.

In January, nine OSU students took a solar car they built to 
the United Arab Emirates to compete in the Abu Dhabi Solar 
Challenge, a four-day, 1,200-kilometer race. Th ey didn’t win 
the race, but they did — with an outside-the-box approach and 
assistance from a local camel tender — win another competition 
requiring inventiveness and bold thinking.

Th e race was the fi rst international competition for OSU’s Solar 
Vehicle Team, made possible by generous underwriting by the 
race sponsors, including air shipment for OSU’s vehicle, aptly 
named the Phoenix because it had to be rebuilt after a fi re dam-
aged an earlier version.

“Oregon State has a history of good sportsmanship,” said 
chemical engineering sophomore John Ren. “At the American 
Solar Challenge, we have consistently won Spirit of the Race 
awards because we go out of our way to help other teams and 
are there to foster a great community of engineers. Th is was the 
inaugural Abu Dhabi Solar Challenge, and the organizers wanted 
us there because they believe we are a great representation of 
what solar car racing should be.”

Th e Beaver car placed 12th in a fi eld of 15 teams from Asia, 
Europe, the U.S. and Australia. But as far as learning experiences 
go, everyone was a winner. Experiential learning opportunities 
for students are a top priority at Oregon State because they in-
crease graduation rates while giving students a competitive edge 
when they launch their careers.

“When it comes to bridging the gap between theory and real-
ity, you can’t get better than this,” said Dave O’Gorman, faculty 
adviser for the team and marine technician for the College of 
Earth, Ocean and Atmospheric Sciences. “Th ey designed this car 
literally from the ground up. To go from raw materials to a full 
vehicle, tested in a high-pressure environment — I can’t tell you 

Opposite: Knowing they no longer have time to win the race but eager 
to win a photo contest at the Abu Dhabi Solar Challenge, members of 
OSU’s Solar Vehicle Racing Team stage a championship photo 
opportunity with help from a cooperative camel tender 
(capturing the preparations with his smartphone) 
and his animal. (Photos by John Ren)

how much learning and experience they get out of it. Nothing 
can more properly prepare you for the real world.”

A photography contest connected to the Abu Dhabi challenge 
gave the OSU team a bonus chance to demonstrate ingenuity 
under pressure. Organizers told the racing teams that the group 
that captured the best photo along the route of its car with one 
of Abu Dhabi’s triangular camel-hazard highway signs in the 
background would have its photo become the offi  cial image of 
the competition on its Facebook page.

On the last day of the race, when it became clear they 
wouldn’t complete the course in the allotted time, the OSU team 
members decided to at least win the photo contest.

 Recalled Sami Al-AbdRabbuh, team member and driver 
at that moment: “As overachievers, we said, ‘We are in Abu 
Dhabi, and there are many camels, so why just have a sign with 
a camel on it? Why not take a photo with a real camel in the 
background?’” An OSU graduate student in industrial engineer-
ing who was born in Arizona and raised partly in Saudi Arabia, 
Al-AbdRabbuh helped convince a camel tender from a nearby 
camp to bring one of the reluctant animals as near to the high-
way as possible, just on the other side of a tall fence meant to 
keep camels off  the road.

Meanwhile, team members removed the heavy batteries from 
the racer, hand-carried the car about 30 feet across deep sand 
and placed it just across the fence from the camel.

 “Of course, this was a challenge to our engineering minds,” 
Al-AbdRabbuh said. “It bothered us that what would be in 
the photo would not be technically possible, because the car 
couldn’t travel on its own in that sand.”

Luckily, in this case they overcame their qualms about techni-
cal authenticity.

“And yes, we did win that prize for best photo,” Al-AbdRab-
buh said. “Our photo is the offi  cial photo of this year’s Abu Dhabi 
Solar Challenge!” (www.facebook.com/abudhabisolarchallenge)

Th e camel tender, whose beast at fi rst was terrifi ed of the car 
but later calmed down, refused the team’s off er of a few dollars 
for his trouble.

But he did accept a team t-shirt.
“So if you ever see a camel shepherd with an Oregon 

State Solar Vehicle Team t-shirt in Abu Dhabi, that’s 
the guy,” Al-AbdRabbuh said. q
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