The woman who planted trees
It’s hard to think of a better example of active learning than the 2019
trip to Kenya taken by Pottstown
students Jacob Eames and David
Hicks with their advisor, teacher
Andy Bachman.
The group had won the trip for a
project designed to cut down on food
waste at the Pottstown High School
cafeteria. Food waste is one of the
leading causes of climate change.
For ten days, the students worked

KENYA BOUND — Pottstown students Jacob Eames, David Hicks
and teacher Andy Bachman on
their way to build a school facility in Kenya.

In 1977, she founded
the Green Belt Movement to respond to the
needs of rural Kenyan
women who reported that
their streams were drying
up, their food supCommentary by
ply was less secure,
and they had to
Tom Hylton
walk further and
further to get firewood for fuel and
fencing.
“Tree planting became a natural
choice to address some of the initial
basic needs identified by women,” she
said. “Also, tree planting is simple,
attainable and guarantees quick, successful results within a reasonable
amount time. This sustains interest
and commitment.”
Initially, Maathai said, “the work
was difficult because historically our
people have been persuaded to believe
that because they are poor, they lack
not only capital, but also knowledge
and skills to address their challenges.”
“Instead they are conditioned to
believe that solutions to their problems must come from ‘outside’. Further, women did not realize that meeting their needs depended on their environment being healthy and well
managed.”
But Maathai successfully preached
“self-help” and by 2004, when she won
the Nobel Peace Prize, Kenyan women
had planted more than 30 million
trees. That figure is now up to 51 million trees.
We can all learn from her example in
Pottstown.

with peers from all over the world to
help build a kitchen in a Kenyan
primary school.
There was no running water, and
students had to help carry 50-pound jerrycans 1
1/2 miles from the well to
the village school.
Kenya, one of the
world’s poorest countries,
has suffered from massive deforestation as its
population grew in the
20th century.
Forests are now down
to just 6 percent of Kenya’s land area.
Kenya native Wangari
Maathai was awarded a
college scholarship to
study in the United NOBEL PRIZE — Wangari Maathai, Ph.D, won the
States. She earned her 2004 Nobel Peace Prize for organizing women in
master’s degree in biology her native Kenya to plant millions of trees to
at the University of Pitts- reforest her country. Thus far 51 million trees
burgh and her Ph.D. from have been planted. She spoke at Lehigh Univerthe University of Nairobi. sity in 2007. She died at 71 in 2011.

