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Nobel Peace Laureate Wangari Maathai:
Connecting Trees, Civic Education,
and Peace S

Iftikhar Ahmad 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 2004, the Norwegian Nobel in particular. She thinks globally and acts locally”

Committee departed from its time-hon- The Norwegian Nobel Committee, 2004

ored tradition of awarding its prestigious

peace prize to an individual dedicated to
ending armed conflict. Instead, the Nobel

Committee re-interpreted the 1895 will

of Swedish philanthropist Alfred Nobel—

who founded the acclaimed prize—and, to
the delight of many environmentalists, the

Nobel Committee expanded its definition

of ‘peace.” For the first time in its history the

committee recognized environmental pres-
ervation, community empowerment, and
democratic governance as central elements
in the promotion of peace and human
rights. The committee noted that forests
are a natural resource that sustain life in

Africa, and that deforestation leads to pov-

erty, ethnic conflicts, and needless human

suffering. Hence, the Nobel Committee
selected a Kenyan environmental activist,

Wangari Maathai, as the winner of the

Nobel Peace Prize.

For the 2004 peace award, the Nobel
Committee had received 194 nominations,
including many prominent names such as
Mohammed El Baradei, director general
of the International Atomic Energy Agency
of the United Nations. Yet, the committee
selected Wangari Maathai, the founder of
the Green Belt Movement, a voluntary
organization dedicated to environmental
preservation, women’ rights, and commu-
nity development. In explaining why it had
selected Maathai, the Nobel Committee
offered four reasons. First, Maathai had
mobilized poor rural women in Kenya to
improve their living conditions through
an extensive campaign of tree plantation.
Second, she combined science, social
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commitment, and active politics for sus-
tainable development. Third, for many
years, in spite of the oppressive methods
of various regimes in Kenya, Maathai had
struggled for social justice and led women
volunteers in planting more than 30 mil-
lion trees. And finally, the committee
stated its admiration for Maathais activ-
ism and unique form of action which had
drawn national and international attention
to political oppression in her country.?

During the past two decades, Maathai
has won numerous high-status local and
international awards for her immense con-
tribution to social causes in Africa, includ-
ing the Jane Addams Leadership award,
the UN Africa Award for Leadership,
the Woman of the Year Award, and the
Global 500 Award of the United Nations
Environment Program3 Indeed, she has
been a source of inspiration to environ-
mentalists, feminists, and human rights
activists around the world and is being pro-
filed in more than a dozen book chapters,
films, and documentaries on the environ-
ment and community action. Maathai is
the sixth person from the African continent
and the first African woman to win the
peace prize.*

Maathai’s Life and Mission
The daughter of a peasant farmer, Wangari
Muta Maathai was born in Nyeri, Kenya,
in 1940. The town of Nyeri is located in
a valley near Mount Kenya, the highest
peak in the country. Maathai recounts that
her love of trees began quite early, and as
a child she loved a huge wild fig tree. To
many Africans, fig trees symbolize the
sacred mountains, nature, and Gods

In the early 1960s, Maathai won a
scholarship through the Catholic bishop
of Nyeri to study biology and liberal arts at
Mount St. Scholastica College in Atchison,
Kansas. In 1966, she earned a Master of
Science degree from the University of
Pittsburgh. She subsequently returned
home and joined the doctoral program in
veterinary anatomy at the University of
Nairobi. In 1971, she was granted a Ph.D.
She was the first black African woman in
Eastern and Central Africa to earn a doc-
torate and to be appointed as a professor
atthe University of Nairobi. In addition to

teaching at the university, Maathai played
an active role in the women’s rights move-
ment of Kenya. In 1976, Maathai joined
the National Council of Women of Kenya
(later serving as the organization’s chair
from 1981 to 1987), and under the orga-
nization’s auspices in 1977 launched the
Green Belt Movement, a grassroots tree
planting movement, to address the pressing
problems of malnutrition, hunger, wood-
fuel, and environmental degradation.®
Initially her activism had been aimed
simply at improving living conditions for
women. However, along the way it became
clear that this work could not be sepa-
rated from politics, democracy, and peace
in general. She saw a close connection
between environmental degradation and
poverty, unemployment, malnutrition, the
mismanagement of natural resources, and
political conflicts throughout Africa. Her
mission began with the poor, rural women
of Kenya who endure extreme hardship in
their daily lives. These women, respon-
sible for cooking meals for the family, are
forced to cut trees for wood fuel since they
do not have access to other sources of fuel.
In their quest for wood fuel, women walk
for miles carrying heavy wood on their
backs. This practice not only caused hard-
ship for women, it also destroyed forests.
Maathai taught women to plant trees on
their own farms to solve their fuel prob-
lem. Hence the Green Belt Movement
recruited an army of sixty thousand poor
rural women to plant trees” Over time the
tree-planting drive expanded to become a
broad-based organization, which spread to
twenty countries. The movement planted
thirty million trees on farms, schools, and
public places all over Africa, which not
only earned poor women income but also
improved the quality of their lives. In a
period of twenty years, Maathai’s leader-
ship, combined with rural women’s com-
mitment to the environment, transformed
countless barren spaces into green oases.®
This massive tree planting movement
aided people all over Africa in that it pro-
duced firewood and nutritional food for
the poor, provided employment for rural
women, and empowered communities.
More importantly, it protected the envi-
ronment from widespread destruction.
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The women plant only indigenous
species such as fig, banana, citrus, papaw,
papaya, avocado, nandiflame, acacia, thorn,
and cedar? Maathai has always taught
women to plant more trees than they will
need to cut for fuelwood. Given Kenya’s
mild climate, trees mature in about three
to five years. For each tree that survives
three months (8o percent do), the women
receive a token payment of four cents; the
more trees they planted, the more money
they made. For many of these unemployed
women, the money they received was more
than they had ever earned. As their trees
mature, the women earn additional income
by selling fruit and fuelwood.

“Tree-planting empowered poor rural
women because it was not a complicated
thing. It was something they could do and
see the results of. They noticed that by
their actions they could improve the qual-
ity of their own lives,” Maathai says.”

When it was first starting out, the
Green Belt Movement received a small
grant to set up a tree nursery project. In
1981, the United Nations Development
Fund for Women provided an additional
grant of $100,000 towards the tree-plant-
ing project; this helped the movements
effort to recruit rural women, plant trees,
and raise awareness about the environment.
With little initial training from the depart-
ment of forestry, the women used tradi-
tional skills and creative innovation in their
tree planting campaign. They launched
more than three thousand tree nurseries
in Kenya, which provided the main source
of seedlings to tree planters.”

Unfortunately, Maathai often clashed
with the government of Kenya because her
actions inevitably exposed corruption.
Kenyas dictator, then-President Daniel
arap Moi, was especially irritated when she
publicly opposed the government’s plan to
construct a sixty-story office tower and a
shopping mall in the middle of Nairobi’s
Uhuru Park.2 Uhuru Park, one of the last
remaining green areas in Nairobi and a
park of historical significance, provided a
major shady haven for downtown workers
and urban residents, especially residents
of local slums.

Maathai filed suit against the rul-
ing party on behalf of the Green Belt



Teaching Resources

Useful Websites for Teaching about
Africa

To learn more about Wangari Maathai
and the Green Belt Movement visit www.
wangarimaathai.orke and
movementord

Www.teachafrica.nef
Teachafrica is facilitated by the University of St.

Thomas in Minnesota and is dedicated to the
teaching of Africa and the African Diaspora
across the disciplines. The key features of this
site include materials on anthropology, history,
literature, fine arts, geography, and political sci-

ence.

exploringafrica.matrix.msu.edy
This site belongs to the African Studies Center
of Michigan State University. Teachers inter-

ested in bringing the diversity of Africa into
the classroom will find suggested curricula,
classroom activities, country overviews, cur-
rent events, and related resources to aid in the
development of their own teaching plans.

Www.africa.upenn.edu/k-12/menu. |

duBBS.htm
The African Study Center at the University of

Pennsylvania has launched this website, which

is exclusively focused on K-12 education. An
interesting feature of this site is its section on
countries in Africa. Lesson plans and teaching

strategies are also given.

Www.un.org/cyberschoolbus/cur.html
Although Cyberschoolbus is essentially about
the activities of the United Nations in the world,

teachers can use this site to teach about critical
issues like peace, poverty, human rights, and
other events in Africa or elsewhere. Information
about all member states is also available.

Wwww.africaonline.com/site/sitenew/

Africaonline offers information about the

diverse cultures, politics, current events, sports,
music, and business on the African continent.
This website also facilitates discussion. It is
essentially geared to people who are interested
in popular culture.

www.columbia.edu/cu/lweb/indiv/
Bfrica/cuvl/teaching.html|
This extensive website is managed by the

department of African Studies at Columbia
University which compiles electronic biblio-
graphic resources and research materials on
Africa. Although the scope of this website is
research-oriented, it provides links to different

educational websites about Africa.
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Websites on Environmental Education
for K-12 Grades

WWWw.epa.gov

This interactive website belongs to the US.
Environmental Protection Agency. It has sec-
tions for teachers, students, and researchers
covering almost all important issues related to
environmental education. Although the site is
comprehensive, teachers and students can click
on “educational resources” to get to relevant
materials.

Www.enviroliteracy.ord
This site is maintained by the Environmental

Literacy Council, a non-profit organization.
The aim of the site is to give teachers the tools to

help students develop environmental literacy:

afundamental understanding of the systems of

the world, both living and non-living, along

with the analytical skills needed to weigh sci-
entific evidence and policy choices. Topics

such as land, water, ecosystem, energy, food,
environment and culture are discussed.

Www.urbanoptions.org/
BustainEdHandbook/

This website is called “Sustainability Education
Handbook: Resource Guide for K-12 Teachers”
and is established by Urban Options, a non-

profit organization dedicated to improving
the environmental quality of urban spaces.
Although its main focus is the Michigan state
standards, it offers a comprehensive list of links

to environmental organizations.

Wwww.ec.gc.ca/regeng.htm|
This wide-ranging site belongs to Environment

Canada. Almost every topic relating to the envi-
ronment is included but the section on K-12
is very useful. Complex topics are explained
in simple language so that they make sense to
all readers. Although the website is specific to
Canada, the issues are universal and should be

I elevant to everyone.

pducation.massey.ac.nz/environment/|
This site is called “environmental education”

andis developed by David Chapman of Massey
University in New Zealand. It discusses what
individuals can do to protect the environment,
how to integrate environmental issues into the

curriculum, and much more.
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Movement. The judge dismissed the law-
suit, politicians condemned Maathai, and
the government denied her application for
a permit to stage a public demonstration
against the construction project. In addi-
tion, the government evicted the Green
Belt Movement from the premises it used
as an office. It was given twenty-four hours
to vacate. President Moi also threatened
to cancel the movement’s registration as
a non-profit organization and declare the
group illegal. All this drew much atten-
tion for Maathai in the international media.
Foreign governments, the United Nations,
the World Bank, and international envi-
ronmental organizations pressured the
Kenyan government to end its oppressive
methods. Foreign investors also backed off
from the construction project. The govern-
ment was forced to scale back the size and
scope of its building plan. It was a signifi-
cant victory for the Green Belt Movement.
But this victory also had a cost: the Green
Belt Movement lost its office space and
Maathai had to use her own home as the
organization’s headquarters3 Ultimately,
Maathai concluded that improving living
conditions for women would require more
than planting trees. Basic human rights,
freedom from authoritarian rule, and the
right to dissent were also needed.

Maathai later became a member
of parliament and joined an opposition
party called “Forum for the Restoration
of Democracy” (FORD). In 1991, the gov-
ernment cracked down on a rally organized
by FORD. Police arrested Maathai along
with other opposition leaders and attacked
Maathai’s house, smashing through the
windows and doors* Already suffering
from arthritis and heart problems, Maathai
spent the night in a cold, damp, concrete
cell without a blanket or mattress. The next
day she had to be taken on a stretcher to
her hearing. Although the police released
her, she had to spend several days in the
hospital recovering. Later, the govern-
ment dropped charges, but from then on,
Maathai said she never felt safe in her own
country.®

Environment and Civic Education
Maathai not only teaches basic democratic
values and civic participation, she believes
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in community empowerment.® She says
that because Kenya is an underdeveloped
country with limited resources, trees are
a vital natural resource that can sustain
the traditional Kenyan way of life by pro-
viding nutritional fruits and firewood, as
well as clean air. She encourages Kenyans
to take responsibility for the environ-
ment, exercise their rights as citizens, and
hold their government accountable. She
says there is a close connection between
environmental conservation, civic edu-
cation, and peace. The program of civic
education that she promotes through the
Green Belt Movement includes teaching
about basic human rights, culture, lead-
ership, good governance, equity, respect
for natural resources, and responsibility
toward future generations.” Recognizing the
effectiveness of Maathai’s civic education
strategy, American organizations such as
the National Endowment for Democracy
and the Open Society Institute funded
Maathai’s outreach to schools®

Maathai believes that young children
should not only be made aware of the
social, political, and economic challenges
of their local community, they should
also be taught the necessary skills to solve
those problems. Being a strong advocate
for teaching democratic citizenship skills
through service-learning, Maathai has sug-
gested that schools raise awareness about
primary environmental care and enhance
knowledge, attitudes, and values that sup-
port sustainable grassroots socio-economic
and ecological welfare. She says schools
should help children acquire the demo-
cratic values of social justice, respect for
the environment, and social responsibil-
ity Maathai also believes that schools
should teach students to take an active role

in the protection of community resources
such as trees and the environment. Hence,
Maathais Green Belt Movement intro-
duced the tree-planting project to three
thousand schools.* An average of five
hundred children per school worked in
the project. In all, more than one million
children participated in the tree-planting
campaign.

The project taught young children to
dig holes, plant trees on school grounds,
and care for the trees while attending
school. According to Maathai, planting
trees is a strategy to empower young people
and to give children a sense of taking their
destiny into their own hands. Planting trees
helps young people take responsibility
for the protection of their own environ-
ment; it also encourages them to stand up
for their environmental rights. Maathai’s
school civic education project has taught
students leadership and organizational
skills, fostered cooperative attitudes, and
enhanced students” consciousness about
human rights and social justice. In addi-
tion to teaching school children about their
environmental rights and responsibilities,
the Green Belt Movement also extended
civic education to adults both in rural and
urban settings.

“Some people have asked what the
relationship is between peace and envi-
ronment, and to them I say that many
wars are fought over resources, which are
becoming increasingly scarce across the
earth,” Maathai said responding to the
news that she had won the Nobel Peace
Prize. “If we did a better job of managing
our resources sustainably, conflicts over
them would be reduced. So, protecting the
global environment is directly related to
securing peace. 3 &
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