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Wangari Maathai held her Nobel Lecture December 10, 2004, in the Oslo City Hall, Norway. She was presented by Professor Ole Danbolt
Mjes, Chairman of the Norwegian Nobel Committee.
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In this year’s prize, the Norwegian Nobel Committee has placed the critical issue of environment and its linkage to democracy and peace
before the world. For their visionary action, I am profoundly grateful. Recognizing that sustainable development, democracy and peace are
indivisible is an idea whose time has come. Our work over the past 30 years has always appreciated and engaged these linkages.
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In 1977, when we started the Green Belt Movement, I was partly responding to needs identified by rural women, namely lack of firewood,
clean drinking water, balanced diets, shelter and income.

The women we worked with recounted that unlike in the past, they were unable to meet their basic needs. This was due to the degradation of
their immediate environment as well as the introduction of commercial farming, which replaced the growing of household food crops. But
international trade controlled the price of the exports from these small-scale farmers and a reasonable and just income could not be
guaranteed. I came to understand that when the environment is destroyed, plundered or mismanaged, we undermine our quality of life and

that of future generations.

So, together, we have planted over 30 million trees that provide fuel, food, shelter, and income to support their children’s education and
household needs. The activity also creates employment and improves soils and watersheds. Through their involvement, women gain some

degree of power over their lives, especially their social and economic position and relevance in the family. This work continues.
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Although initially the Green Belt Movement’s tree planting activities did not address issues of democracy and peace, it soon became clear that

responsible governance of the environment was impossible without democratic space.

Through the Green Belt Movement, thousands of ordinary citizens were mobilized and empowered to take action and effect change. They
learned to overcome fear and a sense of helplessness and moved to defend democratic rights.
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It is 30 years since we started this work. Activities that devastate the environment and societies continue unabated. Today we are faced with a
challenge that calls for a shift in our thinking, so that humanity stops threatening its life-support system. We are called to assist the Earth to
heal her wounds and in the process heal our own - indeed, to embrace the whole creation in all its diversity, beauty and wonder. This will
happen if we see the need to revive our sense of belonging to a larger family of life, with which we have shared our evolutionary process.

In the course of history, there comes a time when humanity is called to shift to a new level of consciousness, to reach a higher moral ground.
A time when we have to shed our fear and give hope to each other.

That time is now.
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I would like to call on young people to commit themselves to activities that contribute toward achieving their long-term dreams. They have
the energy and creativity to shape a sustainable future. To the young people I say, you are a gift to your communities and indeed the world.
You are our hope and our future.

© The Nobel Foundation 2004
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