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Wangari Maathai, who promoted and familiarized the concept of Mottainai worldwide, passed away 

in September, 2011. She was a Kenyan environmental activist who started off the activity of 

planting trees with other female activists and volunteers under the slogan of ‘Think of what we can 

handle rather than what we cannot.” As a consequence of her diverse activities, she received the 

Nobel Peace Prize selected for the first time for the environmental field. 

After that, she visited Japan and, during her interview with a journalist, learned about the word 

Mottainai. The word, which literally means wasteful, impressed her very much as an important 

concept to deal with environmental issues, since it represents respect and love for nature and for 

things. In addition, it encompasses the general idea of the 3Rs (Reduce, Reuse and Recycle) in one 

word. She introduced this word at CSW (United Nations Commission on the Status of Women) and 

proposed to spread this beautiful Japanese worldwide as a universal word to protect the 

environment. 

           

This launched the Mottainai movement. Now, it develops its activities with the aim of creating a 

sustainable and recycling society with a less negative impact on the environment. 

- Mottainai team, organized as a part of Green Belt Movement, promotes the reduction of plastic 

shopping bags. 

- The Mottainai Green Project (joint project with Mainichi News Papers) was started in central 

Kenya with the support of many companies and the fundraising from the public. 

- The fundraising from companies, click fundraising and the part of the proceeds raised from the 

sales of original products and flea markets, have been donated to the Green Belt Movement. 

While she left behind many great achievements, most of her final messages concerned the crisis in 

Africa and the Great East Japan Earthquake. Among them, a message toward earthquake victims 

had a particular impact on me. 

“The air, water and food, they all are the gifts from nature. Expressing gratitude is the most 

important thing for the Mottainai spirit. We are connected and can understand each other. You are 

not alone.” I found this very impressive, the fact that she could send us the Mottainai spirit and 

show compassion toward others while she herself had suffered from cancer. I wish each one of us on 

the planet will be able to follow her will and keep her spirit in mind for the future. 

 

[Reference] MOTTAINAI: http://mottainai.info/ 
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