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Behold my works! See how beautiful they are, how excellent! All that I have created for your sake did I create it. See to it that you do not spoil and destroy my world; for if you do, there will be no one to repair it after you.

– Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13
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The Wounds

In early 2009, I joined a small group of concerned individuals, a government minister, and members of the press on a fact-finding visit to a program run by a timber company active in the Republic of the Congo to ascertain whether it was a model of what could be called sustainable forestry management.

Four years earlier, in 2005, the ten countries that contain parts of the Congo Basin rain forest in central Africa had invited me to be the ecosystem’s goodwill ambassador. The Congo Basin is an area of 700,000 square miles, some fifty million people, and tens of thousands of species of flora and fauna. My responsibility would be to help raise the profile of the region: its biodiversity and the significant role it is believed to play in regulating the planet’s climate. I readily agreed, since I’d seen for myself how vital forests were to human communities and other forms of life that dwell in them.

Scientists call the Congo Basin’s forest the world’s ‘second lung,’ after the Amazon, because of the sheer volume of carbon dioxide it absorbs and the oxygen it exhales. Keeping this ecosystem healthy and using the resources it contains in a manner that’s both sustainable and equitable without destroying it are not merely of concern for central Africa, but for the continent at large. Without the Congo forest, Africa would be one huge desert. It needs to be protected.

Our small group caught a plane from the Republic of the Congo’s capital, Brazzaville, and flew for hours north and then east, over mile upon mile of dense greenery. We arrived at a landing strip in Pokola, a small town not far from the border with Cameroon. A representative of the timber company met us and explained that they’d been harvesting trees in the region for more than twenty years. He pointed to an area that had been logged about a decade earlier. I could see by the amount of vegetation and the number and height of the trees that, at least in this one segment, the forest had been able to regenerate itself.

From there, the group boarded two boats and traveled up the Sangha, a tributary of the vast Congo River. The Sangha was wider than an average four-lane street in any city, with dark, clear, placid waters that meandered silently through the forest. When I was a child, the streams where I grew up in Kenya’s Central Highlands were narrow, fast moving, and clear. The water made a whooshing noise as it hurtled over the stones of the riverbed. However, too often these days, deforestation has caused siltation of many rivers, and the waters themselves have become so shallow they barely whisper over the pebbles. Indeed, sometimes the beds dry out altogether. The Sangha was a stark contrast, and a pleasant one – broad, unmuddied, and full of water.

After about an hour on the river, we came to an opening in the forest where we alighted from the boat. We were greeted by local residents, including Aka pygmies, who live in the forest, and others from Bantu communities (a group of peoples in east and southern Africa related by language that comprise the majority of the continent’s population). As the people clapped and sang in welcome, I joined them to express my appreciation and gratitude, even though I didn’t understand their words. What required no translator, however, was the evidence that in spite of the joy on their faces these people were very poor. Their clothes were in tatters, and their drawn faces and thin bodies showed signs of a hard life in the forest.

Our host, the timber company representative, wanting to demonstrate the aspects of the business that were socially and environmentally responsible, took us to a site where the company had, he said, worked with the Aka to protect trees important to their culture or for food. While I was pleased to see this sensitivity, the area of forest being saved was small compared to the area being logged. However, the local community appeared happy with the effort to conserve trees that were important to their culture and lifestyle.

The company was also anxious to show us how their workers felled trees selectively and sustainably. We were given crash helmets, and then turned our attention to a large sapele tree, about seventy feet tall and perhaps eight feet in diameter, with roots that fanned out from the base and anchored themselves firmly in the ground. The canopy of the tree was broad, shaped like an umbrella, and filled with smallish, dark green leaves.

An overseer instructed ten or so men with chain saws to cut it so it fell in a particular direction and didn’t crush other, younger trees that were growing. This concern for the other trees also impressed me. For ten or fifteen minutes we watched as the men sawed. Finally, the tree swayed and fell to the ground with a huge bang that seemed to reverberate across the entire forest.

Our host told us that the tree almost certainly had been more than two centuries old. Two hundred years! I thought. For all we knew, it might have survived for another two centuries: retaining water and anchoring soil throughout its root system, storing carbon and releasing oxygen, and providing a home for birds, numerous insects, beetles, and other species in its trunk and canopy. Certainly, the fact that it had taken saws several minutes to bring the sapele to the ground showed that it was not ready to come down, not ready to loosen its tenacious grip on the soil, and not ready to stop providing environmental services.

As I watched the tree fall, tears welled in my eyes. The timber company representative noticed that I had become emotional. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘There are millions of other trees out there in the forest.’

This seemed small comfort. As we walked back to where we’d embarked, I asked the representative how much of the sapele would become timber. Thirty-five percent was the reply. I was surprised at how little that was, and inquired why the other 65 percent wasn’t processed and shipped overseas, or transported to Brazzaville, Kinshasa, or even Nairobi, cities where it would be valuable and much sought after. Our host answered that this wasn’t logistically possible or financially viable. Besides, he added, unless other logging companies operating in the Congo were required to process and export more or all of the trees they cut, his company’s importation and use of the needed technology would put it at a financial disadvantage. Nevertheless, for the sake of the environment the company was planning to begin using this technology within the next three years. How would they do it competitively?

I didn’t have to wait long to find out what happened to the 65 percent of the sapele. Our group was taken to another site, where Vietnamese workers were feeding the remainder of the tree into a hot kiln where bricks were being made. Those bricks would be used to build houses nearby for the timber company’s workers. The local people took the rest of the wood and turned it into charcoal, which was used as fuel both locally and in distant towns and cities. Thick smoke and ash blanketed the area. I felt it in my throat and eyes.

What I saw that day felt like a wound on many levels. What stung me most was the waste involved in the transformation of that two-hundred-year-old sapele. Instead of turning the tree into fodder for the kiln, the timber company could have constructed their workers’ houses from the lumber itself. The local people didn’t use bricks to construct their homes, nor did they have the knowledge or technology to make bricks. Workers from abroad had to come to the Congo to do the work instead. Bricks, of course, aren’t essential for dwellings. But homes made from them are seen as modern and progressive in much of Africa, and thus are desired. (Most Africans don’t know that houses built of wood in developed countries have stood for hundreds of years.) The company had obviously conceded to public opinion and decided that its workers wouldn’t live in wood houses, or those constructed of more traditional materials such as mud and straw. They would build brick houses even if they had to import experts from Vietnam to do so.

There was another bitter irony here. As the kiln devoured the sapele, it spewed into the air carbon dioxide, one of the main gases causing global warming, which an intact Congo forest helps slow. Yet in the context created by that logging operation, using the majority of the wood provided by an ancient tree as kindling and charcoal was deemed both efficient and accepted practice. How much of the Congo forest would, I wondered, become charcoal and ashes?

As the remains of the once living, vibrant tree were being turned into burnt, dead matter, the smoke, combined with the red glare of embers in the kiln, seemed to me a more-than-adequate definition of hell – and not just because smoke, soot, and red flame are the standard motifs the Christian tradition has assigned to it. It was hell because of the environmental destruction, poverty, and desperate scrambling around for resources that goes along with the burning of charcoal. It was hell because of the dehumanization that occurs when people search for riches in the mud and disease of pits and mines and mercury-tainted rivers. It was hell because the burning of wood for charcoal is a method for acquiring energy that only increases the chances of more desperation and degradation later on as wood becomes scarcer, the climate dries out, desertification intensifies, and the atmosphere and water sources are polluted or desiccated, and eventually disappear.

It is worth noting that this operation was run by a responsible company: one sensitive to the cultural and spiritual practices of the forest-dwelling Aka; concerned that when trees were cut, others weren’t harmed; and committed to regenerating the forest where it had logged the trees. This was a company doing what it could to manage its section of the Congo forest sustainably.

The company was also providing jobs and income to the local people, as well as the government. It was demonstrating a commitment to a remote area of a country and region marked by






























PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: ]
First published in the United States by Doubleday Religion, an imprint of the
Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York. 2010
This selection published in Penguin Books 2021

Text copyright © Wangari Muta Maathai, 2010

Cover Design: Tom Etherington

ISBN: 978-0-141-99694-3

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/penguin_logo.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
The World We
Once Lived In
Wangari Maathai

EEEEEEEEEEEE






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_small.png





