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Wangari Maathai was born in 1940 in rural Kenya and
became a biologist, environmental activist, and political
leader. In 1977, she founded the Green Belt Movement,
an initiative that encouraged women to plant trees to
combat deforestation, restore ecosystems, and
strengthen local livelihoods. What began as a grassroots
environmental effort grew into a global movement
connecting ecological sustainability with women’s
empowerment and democratic participation.

Maathai’s activism went beyond environmental
restoration. In the 1980s and 1990s, she openly
criticized corruption, land grabbing, and authoritarian
governance in Kenya. She opposed government-
backed deforestation projects and defended public
green spaces in Nairobi.

Her resistance came at a cost. She was arrested,
beaten, publicly attacked, and vilified by political
elites. Yet she persisted. For Maathai, environmental
protection was deeply political: protecting land
meant protecting public accountability and
democratic rights.

She consistently argued that good governance,
transparency, and environmental stewardship are
interconnected. Without democratic institutions,
environmental destruction thrives. Without civic
participation, sustainability cannot be achieved.

In 2004, Wangari Maathai became the first
African woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize
for her contribution to sustainable development,
democracy, and peace — formally linking
environmental protection with human rights on a
global stage. She later served as Kenya’s
Assistant Minister for Environment and became
an international advocate for climate justice

 Through collaborations with the United Nations
and European institutions, she built bridges
between grassroots environmental activism and
global sustainability policy, showing how local
action can shape international governance.

Global Recognition and
International
Partnerships

Environmentalism as
Democratic Resistance

It’s the little things citizens do. That’s what
will make the difference. My little thing is

planting trees.



In 1977, Maathai founded the Green Belt Movement, initially as a response to
deforestation, soil erosion, and water scarcity in Kenya. What distinguished her
initiative was its structure: rural women were at its center. By organising women to
plant trees, she created a model that combined environmental protection with
economic empowerment.

Tree planting was not only ecological restoration — it was a political act. It provided:
Income for women
Protection against food insecurity
Reforestation of degraded land
Community self-organisation
Civic awareness

Over time, the movement led to the planting of more than 50 million trees in Kenya
and expanded internationally. It became a symbol of grassroots environmentalism
grounded in local knowledge and women’s leadership.
Maathai reframed environmental destruction as a question of justice. She argued that
environmental degradation disproportionately affects women, especially in rural
areas where they are responsible for water, food, and fuel collection. When forests
disappear, women walk further. When soil erodes, families go hungry. For Maathai,
ecological sustainability and gender equality were inseparable.

The Green Belt Movement: Ecology as Empowerment


