The Woman Who Plants Peace
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NAIROBI, Kenya—Professor Wangari Maathai greets her three visitors from Heifer International graciously and with a broad smile, but her eyes are tired and she [image: image1.jpg]


looks  a little puzzled, as if she’s thinking, “Now, just who are these people?”
 

After all, the three of us—myself; Darcy Kiefel, Heifer’s photographer; and Crispin Mwatate with Heifer Kenya—comprise just one of several groups of people patiently waiting outside Maathai’s office on the 12th floor of a nondescript office building in downtown Nairobi, Kenya’s sprawling, frenetic capital. All of us are supplicants in some way, seeking just a bit of her time, a word, a photo, some part of this remarkable woman who until less than a year ago was known primarily among environmentalists and women’s rights activists.
 

Now, though, the woman once denounced by Kenyan President Daniel arap Moi as a “mad woman” is a Nobel Peace Prize winner, the 2004 Peace Prize winner to be precise. She also is Kenya’s assistant minister for Environment and Natural Resources. The activist who fought the government has joined the government, and she’s having to learn a different way of doing things. And if it’s not quite true that everyone knows of her, it’s certainly true that millions more do than before the October 2004 announcement of her selection.
 

Professor Maathai, the “Tree Lady,” as some call her, is the first African woman and the first environmentalist to win the Nobel Peace Prize. They are just two, if among the most impressive, of many firsts for this woman who radiates warmth, who, as she begins to answer questions, shakes off whatever fatigue she may be feeling and, gathering momentum as she speaks, energizes herself as well as her small audience, gesturing, laughing, glowing with purpose and life. Only five days from today, she will be addressing fellow Nobel Peace Prize winners Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu, as well as former President Bill Clinton, as she delivers the third annual Nelson Mandela Lecture in Johannesburg. That she is even taking any time at all to talk to us is an indication that what those who know her best say is true: Winning the Nobel has not changed her personality. She has remained genuine, open, a woman of the people.
 

Maathai is a strong woman who has had to be strong, who has faced conflict bravely and whose very selection as a Nobel laureate generated controversy. Why, some asked, did the Nobel Committee select a woman best known for founding the Green Belt Movement, a nonprofit grassroots organization that focuses on environmental conservation, primarily through planting trees, to receive this highest of honors—the Nobel Peace Prize? What, these people asked, do trees have to do with peace?
 

It’s a question that we will ask and she will answer, but first things first. We have 20 minutes to talk with Maathai, her assistant tells us, hurriedly ushering us into the professor’s office. I have come from Little Rock, Arkansas, site of Heifer’s headquarters, with a few small gifts, which I fairly fling at Maathai in a rush. The most meaningful of these, at least for me, is the arrowhead from my family’s farm in western Arkansas, one of dozens found over the years by my part-Cherokee father, who died a year ago at 85. And it is indeed the arrowhead that sparks Maathai’s interest.
 

Wangari Maathai comes from the Kikuyu tribe or “micro-nation,” the term Maathai is said to prefer, one of 42 in Kenya and, along with the Luhya, the largest. I explain that we have tribes in the United States too, Indian tribes, although, as Jeffrey Sachs, head of Columbia University’s Earth Institute, wrote in the Sunday Times of London, we are all Africans—genetically, geographically, some of us staying in the continent of our origin, others wandering until we populated the planet.
 

“Ah, this is wonderful,” Maathai says in her lilting East African accent, fingering the small but beautifully formed arrowhead. “You know, we just stopped in Philadelphia. There was this concert. It was fantastic.” Maathai’s daughter, Wanjira, had told us in an interview the day before about the music and dance performance by Native Americans and how much she and her mother had enjoyed it.
 

Mindful of how little time we have, I find myself saying, “I hate to be so rushed, but let’s get to it,” meaning the interview. “Let’s get to it,” Maathai agrees, nodding her head.
 

“Please explain the relationship between planting trees and peace.”
 

It’s a relationship she’s had to explain many times. It’s a relationship that the Nobel Committee explained this way: “Peace on Earth depends on our ability to secure our living environment. Maathai stands at the front of the fight to promote ecologically viable social, economic and cultural development in Kenya and in Africa. She has taken a holistic approach to sustainable development that embraces democracy, human rights and women’s rights in particular. She thinks globally and acts locally.”
30 MILLION TREES AND COUNTING: The Green Belt Movement 
By Jan Cottingham, World Ark Editor
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The Green Belt Movement, like its founder, Wangari Maathai, focuses on much more than trees, though they are essential to the success of the nonprofit organization as well as serving as powerful symbols of its mission. 
 

Kenya is a predominantly rural, agricultural country that also relies heavily on tourism. The health of its economy and its people depends on the health of its environment. Kenya’s environment faces threats from deforestation, which is contributing to the degradation of the nation’s soil and the depletion of its water resources. Statistics vary, but some experts say that as much as 90 percent of Kenya’s natural forest cover has been lost over the past century. As Kenya’s forest cover shrinks—through clear-cutting, illegal logging and development—so do the habitats that shelter its abundant wildlife. As habitat disappears, so do the wildlife and the wide variety of plant life, putting the nation’s incredible biodiversity at risk. Although only 2 percent of the landscape is forested, these forests are home to 40 percent of Kenya’s mammal species, 30 percent of its bird species and many indigenous people who survive through hunting animals and gathering food plants. Deforestation and other forms of environmental degradation are linked to hunger, poverty and malnutrition.
 

Although it began as a job program, paying poor rural and urban women to raise and plant tree seedlings, it evolved into a much more holistic movement. The Green Belt Movement seeks, through the grassroots efforts of its participants, to educate, strengthen communities, provide food, fuel, building material, green spaces, income and jobs, increase health, preserve and enhance Kenya’s rich environment and indigenous plant and animal species, protect and restore water catchment areas, and give the poor, particularly women, opportunities to develop their skills.
 

Under Maathai’s leadership, the Green Belt Movement has assisted in the planting of more than 30 million trees on both public (schools, churches, parks) and private lands. The Pan African Green Belt Network was established in 1986, and tree-planting programs have spread to several other African nations, including Tanzania, Uganda, Malawi, Lesotho, Ethiopia and Zimbabwe.
 

The movement has educated millions in the link between a healthy environment and sustainable development. In 1997, the GBM began conducting Green Belt Safaris to expose people outside of Kenya to the organization’s community-based approach to conservation and to help raise money for the movement, in an effort to make the program financially self-sustaining. Despite the recognition it has received and its many major international awards, the organization has had to struggle financially throughout its history.
 

The Green Belt Movement program works like this: Kenyan citizens, often women, raise seedlings and for every seedling that is planted on public land and survives, they receive five Kenya shillings (seven U.S. cents). Participants also can earn income from planting trees and then harvesting them, whether for fuel, building materials or food, as in fruit trees.
 

The GBM has a nine-acre learning center in the Nairobi suburb of Langata where, in a lush Eden-like setting, visitors can stay and learn more about the GBM’s projects and processes. On arriving at the learning center, the first thing a visitor notices is a chorus of birdsong. The second is the huge variety of colorful blooming trees and shrubs, bougainvillea, jacaranda, kai apple and acacia. And the third, scores of butterflies fluttering across the verdant landscape. After the crowds, noise and grit of Nairobi, the learning center, with its simple but comfortable, tidy cottages, looks like heaven. The center, which contains a tree nursery and a demonstration garden, can also accommodate overnight guests.
 

Wanjira Mathai, Professor Maathai’s daughter and international liaison for the Green Belt Movement, says in an interview at the compound that she expects the movement to expand not only in Kenya but throughout the world, based on the number of requests from other nations for information on how to establish Green Belt Movements. Maathai has established a foundation, and Wanjira believes one of the foundation’s roles will be to inspire other countries to establish green belts, “because the core of the Green Belt Movement is really about empowering local people to take charge of the environment. Tree planting is the action, is the symbol, is the focus. But the actual transformation is in the individual.”
 

Professor Maathai herself, interviewed the following day, when asked how the GBM had changed since she received the Nobel, says: “Well, it has received a lot of attention. We have received many, many people who want to know more about it. It’s amazing, perhaps, because we are in Africa. It’s amazing that for 30 years we have been working here and many people didn’t know we existed. We have been working with very little money. We still have very little money. ... That’s one of the objectives we have is to try to fund-raise, so that we can respond to the enormous amount of requests that I’m getting from people who want to be involved.”
 

Several days later, we visit a Green Belt Movement project in the village of Kiranga, in the Coast Province of Kenya, whose capital is Mombasa on the Indian Ocean. Ruth Kavata Mbondo is a GBM volunteer assisting the Muongo Wa Nyayo women’s group. The group has 14 members, 10 women and four men, all of them farmers. They are raising seedlings both of indigenous trees, such as msonobari and neem, and the casuarina, a fast-growing tree harvested for sale to the many hotels and resorts in the region, which use them for roofing. After the seedlings reach the planting stage, the group distributes them to schools, public lands and for planting on the members’ own small farms.
 

Sarah Mutuvi, 60, and the mother of four, says that her work with the GBM makes her feel united with the other members of the group and that she appreciates being able to plant on her own small plot of land some of the seedlings the group tends so carefully. “When we plant the trees, we hope to be able to attract rain here,” she says. Both Mutuvi and Anna Kaloki, 23, and the mother of two, say that the income earned from the sale of seedlings allows them to send their children to school and that the project, begun in January 2004, has given them a kind of peace. As a group, Mutuvi says, they are stronger than they would be as individuals. “When you are alone, there are many things you can’t do.”
Both Mutuvi and Kaloki—and indeed every GBM project participant we meet—agree they would like to meet Wangari Maathai. They have heard that she has won a prize for her work.
 

Learn more about the movement in Wangari Maathai's book, The Green Belt Movement: Sharing the Approach and the Experience,  published by Lantern Books. 
Or visit www.greenbeltmovement.org.
 

Friends of the Green Belt Movement North America, www.gbmna.org
The official website of Professor Wangari Maathai, www.wangarimaathai.or.ke
The Wangari Maathai Foundation, www.wangari-maathai.org
The Nobel Peace Prize, www.nobelprize.org/peace/laureates/2004
