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Mr. Chairman, Roger Barnett, distinguished members of the extended 

Shaklee family, and friends,  

 

It is wonderful to be here today to honor the Shaklee family. I love your 

philosophy of sharing and teaching others and earning rewards.  

 

Your commitment to this corporation and its mission of improving health 

through better nutrition is inspiring. Also, your commitment to a healthy and 

clean environment. 

 

Earlier this year in New York, I met Roger and his lovely family. They shared 

the amazing vision and commitment they have for Shaklee, the opportunities 

the company provides and the excitement for the opportunities ahead. 

 

It is humbling to know that Dr. Shaklee was preaching the philosophy of 

preventive medicine in harmony with nature long before environmentalism 

became fashionable. As members of the extended family of Shaklee you have 

inherited a great legacy and I am very impressed by your way of sustaining it 

and allowing it to grow to greater heights.  



Japan, February 2005. Photo: Mainichi 

Corporation. 

 

Great ideas do not die with their 

sources, but it takes great people to 

keep them alive, visible and successful. 

You are such a people and I honor you 

and your chairman for your 

commitment. I cannot see any reason 

why you will not reach the stars beyond 

any barriers! I want to join you on that 

journey to the stars.  

 

Watch out for me and do not leave me 

behind: I will be the one in green 

planting trees along the way!  

 

Since I joined you at this convention, I have felt a deep connection with you 

and the company you have created. I feel that we are walking a similar path 

and toward the same goal of improving the quality of life of other people 

even as we improve our own. I salute you for your determination to do the 

right thing for yourselves, the earth and humanity. Wise men and women 

everywhere teach that going beyond self, reaching out to others and 

attending to their needs bring the greatest satisfaction for a life well lived. 

Indeed the idea that eventually developed into the Green Belt Movement was 

started in an effort to serve others.  

 

It was triggered in me at a meeting organized by the National Council of 

Women of Kenya (NCWK) as we prepared for the first United Nations 

Conference on Women in 1975. In that meeting, held in Kenya’s capital city 

of Nairobi, I represented university women to articulate issues on the 

challenges they faced in academic institutions. But my attention was drawn 

to the more urgent issues which rural women presented, namely the need for 

energy (in the form of firewood), clean drinking water, income and good 

nutritious foods, especially for children. This was because many children in 

the rural areas suffered from diseases associated with malnutrition. 
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At that time, I was a university professor at the 

University of Nairobi where I taught biological 

sciences. I grew up in the same countryside the 

women came from—around the snow-capped Mt. 

Kenya, Africa’s second highest mountain at over 

17,000 feet. Therefore, the issues raised by the 

rural women clearly indicated that the green and 

fertile rural environment I knew as a child had 

changed and was no longer able to sustain 

livelihoods. I made a linkage between a clean and 

healthy environment and the challenges women faced, which were caused by 

environmental degradation. To address the challenges, we needed to heal 

the environment. 

 

In the days and weeks that followed we held discussions and shared with the 

women my experiences of the same areas as a child. I suggested that we 

plant trees, which would provide firewood, building and fencing materials, 

improve their soils, provide fodder for their animals, give shade and even 

provide fruits, if they were fruit trees. 

 

In time women recognized that the lack of clean drinking water was the 

result of massive deforestation upstream. To restore clean drinking water it 

was necessary to stop deforestation and protect water catchment areas and 

waterways.  

 

It was important for women to understand and differentiate causes from 

symptoms and deal with both sides of the issue. Of course it is much easier 

to deal with symptoms, but dealing with only symptoms is not good enough. 

It is necessary to address both the causes and the symptoms of 

environmental degradation in order to curb further degradation. This requires 

courage and determination, qualities that are brought out by seminars 

organized by The Green Belt Movement. These assist women and their 

communities to have a deeper understanding of how the environment is 

destroyed and why they should be involved in its protection. These seminars, 

which I started in the early 1990s, continue to be offered to this day. 



 

During these seminars it became necessary to give information about good 

governance, human rights, citizens’ responsibilities and causes of 

environmental degradation. We also discussed the need for environmental 

conservation, community empowerment, advocacy, and networking. We 

recognized factors, such as corruption and inequitable distribution of 

resources, which fuel communal conflicts and wars even within our own 

borders. These lessons brought to the fore the linkages between felt needs of 

communities, the environment, governance and the resources therein. They 

showed the need for communities to embrace social and political 

responsibilities and not just demand rights and privileges.  

 

The seminars, known for “self-discovery and self-knowledge,” are intended to 

assist participants to understand themselves, the problems they face 

(symptoms) and the causes that precipitate them. In these seminars people 

learn to gain the freedom to think for themselves, challenge themselves and 

find solutions from within themselves! This is empowerment. Members of the 

Green Belt Movement learnt to listen to communities as they prioritize their 

needs. If environmental conservation is identified then we focus on that; if it 

is water shortage for farming and household use, we work on that. If it is an 

area for which we have no expertise, then we make the connection and 

network with people who do.  

 

Because many of the problems these women faced were due to 

environmental degradation, it was easy to identify tree planting as a do-able 

activity, because it is practical, requires virtually no technology and it is easy 

to teach others and replicate. Anyone can dig a hole and plant a tree! Also, 

results and rewards are quick and within reach, especially within the tropics. 

To meet many of their needs, therefore, communities would often opt for a 

tree planting initiative. 

 

To date, the Movement’s networks around Kenya have planted over thirty 

million trees. Millions of lives have been improved. As I speak, groups 

continue to plant trees in their thousands. We have also shared the Green 

Belt Movement approach and experience with other African countries and 

these countries continue. 



Wangari Maathai in the Republic of Congo, 

February 2005. Photo: Marcus Agar 

In the early days of the Green Belt 

Movement as I was starting to engage 

women in tree planting, I needed to 

teach them how to plant trees. So, I 

sought the input of foresters. 

Unfortunately they behaved like most 

sophisticated professionals: they were 

complicated, exacting, impatient and 

unwilling to be innovative. They offered 

complex methods for developing tree 

nurseries. They also doubted the 

women’s capacity to excel because they 

were uneducated. The foresters were 

convinced that one needed a diploma to plant trees, which women did not 

have. The women quickly became frustrated and overwhelmed. They were 

ready to accept the foresters’ judgment, when I suggested to them to forget 

the foresters. “Use your common sense,” I told them. “Use your woman 

sense!”  

 

Eventually, the women initiated a process through which they learnt by 

doing, shared their experience and taught each other. They adopted skills, 

techniques and approaches, which produced good results and abandoned 

those that did not. This networking and sharing remains a very empowering 

experience between groups and individuals, mainly women.  

 

In the course of the thirty years of work, the Green Belt Movement has 

become a network of hundreds of thousands of participants, especially rural 

women. It has expanded its work of tree planting to embrace other issues 

like capacity building, rainwater harvesting, an eco-tourism initiative (known 

as Green Belt Safaris), a Pan African Green Network and a learning center 

where students and scholars come to experience and participate in the 

various activities of the Green Belt Movement. The success of implementing 

and monitoring Green Belt Movement activities necessitated the formation of 

tree nursery groups of about five to twenty individuals and households. Over 



6,000 such groups were formed. Over time, the groups formed networks to 

further enhance communication and productivity.  
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The organization has an extensive 

presence of farmers, women groups 

and networks, all of who are 

coordinated by field staff known as 

green volunteers (so called because 

they receive a small traveling allowance 

for providing support and guidance to 

networks). Then there are those we call 

senior green volunteers and facilitators. 

These people communicate on a 

continuous basis with the headquarters, 

especially with respect to the number of 

trees produced, planted and surviving. 

It is on the basis of those surviving 

trees that the organization 

compensates the women. Keeping 

records and processing them is still a major challenge for these women, 

many of who are illiterate and do not have a culture of keeping records. At 

this level everything is done manually; but at the head office, we have a few 

computers, many of them donated by friends and well wishers. 

 

It costs the organization one dollar from the time seeds are collected to the 

time a woman walks away from a trees because, henceforth, the tree can 

take care of itself. Women contribute about thirty percent of the cost in kind 

(through their labor) but the one-dollar pays for the training, tools, materials 

and transport. It also compensates women at the equivalent of four to eight 

cents per tree. In a country where fifty-six percent of the population survives 

on less than a dollar a day, women are very appreciative of the resources 

mobilized to facilitate them. Although we have never had adequate resources 

to meet the demand, in all those thirty years, success has come because of 



the commitment, patience and persistence of the wonderful women of the 

Green Belt Movement.  

 

Today, women and men across the country are enjoying the benefits of this 

work: landscapes have been transformed; thousands of women now have 

access to wood fuel, fruits, building materials and shade! Across Kenya, 

environmental consciousness has increased due to their understanding of the 

profound connection between the environment and their daily lives. 

 

In 2002, Kenya celebrated a milestone in its history. A new government was 

voted following the first free and fair elections in a generation. The Green 

Belt Movement and its members had been part of the pro-democracy 

movement that brought this point. I was elected a Member of Parliament and 

appointed to the government. This provided completely new opportunities.  

 

In 2004 the Norwegian Nobel Committee recognized and honored our efforts 

by awarding me the Nobel Peace Prize. It was the greatest recognition and 

honored not only my person but also all people who work for the 

environment, democracy and peace. It was the first time these three themes 

were linked and challenged our concept of peace and security, telling us that 

we must care about our environment, that we must share the resources we 

have equitably and practice cultures of peace so that we can live a more 

secure life. This recognition also honored and inspired the people of Africa 

especially women. 

 

I saw new opportunities to increase the impact of our work. Therefore, we 

have introduced an intensive campaign to rehabilitate degraded forest 

ecosystems, which also serve as water catchment areas. This will restore 

forest cover, protect biodiversity, regenerate the capacity of the natural 

forest to receive and conserve rainwater. It is an uphill battle because we still 

have people who want to use these forested mountains to establish 

plantations of exotic species, which kill local biodiversity and the capacity of 

forests to conserve rainwater. 

 

As we work, the Green Belt Movement is guided by a set of values, which 

include a desire to serve the common good, love for the land, to better 



oneself, commitment, patience and persistence. I know that you too are 

guided by values. We must hold onto them as we reach for the stars. 

 

Speaking of stars… 

 

Over the years, members of space missions have always talked about the 

wondrous view of the earth from outer space. But the commander who 

successfully landed the Space Shuttle Discovery this week told a different 

story. During a press conference the day they returned, she reflected on the 

view of our planet earth from space. She said of Africa, “You can see 

deforestation taking place. You can see it in the rivers and streams. Instead 

of being blue, the rivers were brown.”  

 

This is the tragedy we are all trying to arrest. It is partly to fight that 

deforestation that eleven heads of states from the Central African region 

named me a goodwill ambassador for the Congo Basin Forest Ecosystem, 

which is only second to the Amazon in importance, in an effort to save this 

heritage for the world.  

 

Even as we plant trees and urge others to do the same, at times the 

challenges can seem overwhelming. But we must not allow ourselves to be 

overwhelmed. We must remain committed, patient and persistent. There are 

always things we can do. For you in the Shaklee family, your values and 

lifestyle is a milestone statement.  

 

I want to share with you that recently, while visiting the Expo 2005 in Japan, 

I learnt that every one of us needs ten trees to absorb the CO2 we exhale. 

So make sure you know where your ten trees are! And as you reach out to 

others to share Shaklee, encourage them to plant ten trees too! 

 

Another lesson I brought from Japan was the spirit of the 3R campaign, 

which I know you are familiar with (reduce, re-use, repair and recycle). In 

Japan I learnt that the Buddhist word mottainai embraces that concept of not 

wasting resources but using them with respect and gratitude. I have been 

sharing that word, mottainai, wherever I go because I think it’s a beautiful 

word and I have been consciously practicing the 3R campaign, especially by 



re-using my shopping bags.  

 

I leant a lot in Japan during my visit. Towards the end of my stay I 

participated in a seminar where one Prof. Suji told a story that I would love 

to share with you as I conclude. If you have heard tell it before, bear with 

me. It is the story of a day in the forest when a huge fire broke out. All the 

animals fled, except this hummingbird, which decided to stay and put out the 

fire. It flew to the nearest river, picked up a drop of water with its tiny beak, 

flew back and poured that drop on the fire. It repeated this action over and 

over again, each time bringing a drop of water and pouring it on the fire. The 

other animals watched from a distance, laughing and mocking the 

hummingbird. The harder they laughed, the harder the hummingbird worked. 

It remained committed, persistent and patient. “What do you think you are 

doing?” the other animals asked, “You are too little for the big fire. You 

should be overwhelmed.” 

 
You should be overwhelmed! Without stopping her work, the hummingbird 
answered, “I’m doing the best I can.” That is, my friends, all we are called to 
do: The best we can. Go on then, Shaklee family, and reach for the stars! 
 
 

 


