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Environmental Issues
To be able to understand environmental issues, we first need to examine the 

concept of environment. Only in a healthy environment can a living organism continue 
to live healthily. According to the definition published by the Ministry of Environment 
and Forestry in 2008, the environment is the physical, biological, social, economic, and 
cultural setting in which living things meet their needs, maintain their relationships, and 
interact with each other throughout their lives. The environment, in short, is a system of 
relationships. Any disruption of this relationship upsets the natural balance. According to 
Erten’s definition in 2004, the environment is the domain in which living and non-living 
elements interact with each other in equilibrium. Disruption of this balance between 
living and non-living elements by human behavior creates environmental issues.

Environmental issues and human problems are inextricably linked today. 
Examination of the causes and consequences of environmental issues reveals that man is 
not only the creator of these problems but also the most affected by them, and the only 
source of their solution. Environmental issues are global issues, and the whole world is 
striving to find a solution. They adversely affect everyone’s lives regardless of age, sex 
and gender, or differences in culture, belief, and income status (Erten, 2003; Erten, 2004; 
Erten, 2019; Escobar, 1995; Nag & Vizayakumar, 2005; Rees, 1995). The main cause 
of environmental issues is the disruption of the balance between the living and non-
living elements that make up the environment by human behavior. We are witnessing 
a rapid increase in environmental issues such as plants and animals becoming extinct, 
environmental pollution, acid rain, garbage and waste problems, global warming, and 
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climate change. Scientists cite human behavior as the cause of these problems (Dunlap et 
al., 2000; Nordlund & Garvill 2002; Oskamp 2000; Schultz, et al., 2005). Developments 
in technology and industry are among the causes of environmental issues. Humans 
unthinkingly use natural resources to meet their unending needs due to population 
growth. However, these natural resources are limited. Although unthinking use of 
resources meets human needs, it also irreversibly harms the environment. 

Another concept that affects environmental issues is globalization. Globalization 
has moved all the variables from the national domain to the international one. All countries 
now influence one another economically, politically, socially, and culturally. As a result, 
access to information has become easier, intercultural communication has increased, 
and life has become more modern (Hammond & Grosse, 2003). This communication 
facilitates cooperation in finding solutions to problems that affect the whole world, such 
as environmental issues. Although this seems to be a positive situation, globalization also 
plays a role in increasing environmental issues (Khor, 2001). The modern life resulting 
from globalization has also affected the relationship between man and nature. Man has 
imposed a limitless burden on nature in an effort to meet its needs. Mankind sees itself 
as superior to nature. Yet man is as much a part of nature as all other living things. It 
needs nature to live. In other words, man is not the master of nature but an integral part 
of it. Mankind’s achievements in industry and technology have disrupted the balance 
between man and nature. These achievements have increased unconscious waste and 
consumption (Baykal & Baykal, 2008). Exploiting nature is now commonplace behavior. 
Examples of this irresponsible behavior include deforestation, the use of poor-quality 
coal, uncontrolled population growth, increased energy per capita, the use of pesticides 
and artificial fertilizers, hunting, irrigation without treating the water first to rid it of 
domestic or industrial wastes, unconscious use of fossil fuels, greenhouse gases, and 
not using public transportation/mass transit systems. Examples of environmental issues 
include air, water, and soil pollution, loss of biodiversity, plants, and animals becoming 
endangered or on the verge of extinction, global warming, ozone depletion, acid rain, 
and the climate crisis. 

The Emergence of Environmental Issues
The turning point for environmental issues is the Industrial Revolution. Human 

welfare is improving as a result of advances in industry and technology. This in turn is 
causing rapid population growth. There is a corresponding, even unlimited, increase 
in the need for shelter, food, and energy. The natural resources to meet all these needs 
are limited. This shows the many human behaviors that cause environmental issues. 
Environmental issues have become the topic of many scientific studies in recent years. 
The fact that these problems are global is a matter of great concern for the whole world. 
This is why it is often on the world agenda. Some developments in the 1960s revealed 
how vitally important environmental issues are. The first of these is large-scale deaths 
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due to air pollution in Europe. One example of this is the London Fog-The Great Smoke 
of London. London had the coldest winter in 80 years in 1952. Power plants and factories 
also unconsciously started to use excessive coal to continue production in order to protect 
the city inhabitants from the cold. The decisions taken by the UK to achieve maximum 
efficiency and profit from coal turned London Smoke into Killer Fog. The use of poor-
quality coal saw a corresponding increase in the release of sulfur dioxide and sulfuric 
acid. This caused local air pollution. All these harmful gases descended on the city as 
fog resulting in the death of 12,000 people. This and similar events have led man to start 
seeing himself as a being not superior to nature and to think about the future. Studies to 
date have shown that more than half of environmental issues emerged after 1960 (Şahin, 
2020).
Figure 1.
The Great Smoke of London (https://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/great-smog-of-london/
zhjx7nb) 

Another development is Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring, published in 
1962. Environmental issues are emphasized as a concept for the first time in this book. 
The author describes the damage caused to the soil by the pesticides used to get rid of 
agricultural pests. The book launched a great environmental movement against the use 
of chemicals in agriculture (Şahin, 2020).
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Figure 2.
Rachel Carson & Silent Spring

One event regarded as being instrumental in the emergence of environmental 
issues and their becoming current is the pessimistic view of the future painted by the 
reports written in the 1960s. The biggest example of this is the Club of Rome’s report 
titled The Limits to Growth. The report emphasizes the significant increase in population, 
developments in industry, environmental issues, and the rapid disappearance of natural 
resources. All these variables are considered in detail on how they will affect the global 
economy. Finally, the launch of environmental organizations such as Greenpeace, founded 
to draw attention to environmental issues, played a role in bringing these problems to 
the agenda. This process has been accelerated by the establishment of environmentalist 
political parties and the fact that these parties have found significant support. In short, 
almost every country had to put environmental issues on the agenda in the 1960s and 
1970s (Şahin, 2012).

Seeking Solutions to Environmental Issues
Living in a healthy environment is a fundamental right of every human being. 

According to Article 56 of the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey, everyone has the 
right to live in a healthy and balanced environment. It is the duty of the state and the 
citizen to improve the environment, protect environmental health, and prevent pollution 
of the environment.”  The current state of environmental issues shows that human-
environment interaction is vital. Finding solutions to these issues is not simply a national 
concern. Environmental issues also occupy a large place on the international agenda (T.R. 
Ministry of Environment and Forestry, 2008). Bleak scenarios for the future increased 
after the 1970s fueled by the huge losses caused by environmental issues. Scenarios such 
as the daily increase in global warming will melt the polar ice caps. The oceans will rise 
as a result of the melting glaciers. The raised water levels will affect the people living in 
those areas. The increase in temperature will also cause drought. The climate will result 
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in places becoming uninhabitable. People will migrate from these areas in droves. These 
huge waves of migration will affect relations between countries, perhaps causing wars. 
Drought will also result in epidemics. All of this has made the search for solutions to 
environmental issues a global one. 

When we look at how solutions to environmental issues have been sought 
throughout history, we can consider Carson’s definition of environmental issues in her 
book Silent Spring in 1962 to be a turning point. Then, in 1972, the UN held the United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environment. This conference saw environmental 
issues discussed globally for the first time. Emphasis was placed on what needs to be 
done to leave a healthy environment for future generations. It was against this backdrop 
that the establishment of an international system to address environmental issues on a 
global scale came to the fore. The UN Program was established within the UN and under 
its leadership. Since its establishment, UNEP has played a key role in many important 
protocols and conventions. These are listed in the table below.

Table 1. 
Conventions and Protocols after UNEP (MFA, 2016, Republic of Turkey Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, 2023).

Year Convention/Protocol Significance

1 1973 CITES Convention International protection of endangered plants and 
animals

2 1979 BONN Convention Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild 
Animals

3 1985 Vienna Convention Protection of the ozone layer

4 1987 Montreal Protocol Protection of the ozone layer

5 1989 Basel Convention Control of the movement and disposal of 
hazardous wastes

6 1992 Convention on Biological 
Diversity

International protection of endangered plants and 
animals

7 1998 Rotterdam Convention International trade in certain hazardous chemicals 
and pesticides

8 2001 Stockholm Convention On persistent organic pollutants

Following the establishment of UNEP, the “International Environment 
Conference” was held in Tbilisi in 1977. One of the most important topics of the Tbilisi 
Declaration is environmental education. Environmental education was on the agenda at this 
conference, making this the first time the topic was discussed in an international context. 
Global cooperation is required to achieve the goals and objectives of environmental 
education (UNESCO, 1977). Besides, the main purpose of environmental education 
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is to raise generations who will find solutions to environmental issues. Environmental 
education is an important tool for providing individuals with all the knowledge, skills, 
values, and attitudes required to adopt environmentally friendly behaviors (Erten, 2002; 
2004). The 1987 Brundlant (Our Common Future) Report introduced the concept of 
sustainable development. Similarly, this report drew attention to such environmental issues 
as global warming, drought, and the depletion of the ozone layer. The Rio Declaration 
was published in 1992 followed by the Climate Crisis Convention, the Biodiversity 
Framework Convention, and the Agenda 21 Plans. Agenda 21 in 1992 resulted in an 
international consensus being reached on the principles of sustainable development. The 
concepts of Education and community awareness for Sustainable Development were 
introduced here. The international agenda in the 2000s focused more on climate change. 
The Kyoto Protocol of 2005 aims to address climate change and reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions. The Paris Agreement of 2015 is an international agreement to prevent a 
climate crisis signed under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.

Is Climate Change the Most Important Environmental Issue?
When we look at the search for solutions to environmental issues from an 

international perspective, we see that the most emphasized issue in recent years is 
climate change (Köseoğlu & Erten, 2022). This is why the climate crisis was treated as 
a major topic at all meetings on environmental issues from the Rio Convention in 1992 
to the Paris Agreement in 2015. The Ministry of Environment and Urbanization of the 
Republic of Turkey even changed its name to the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization 
and Climate Change of the Republic of Turkey in 2022 to reflect this. A course on 
Environmental Education and Climate Change has been added to all secondary school 
curricula. All this highlights why climate change should be treated as a separate topic. 

According to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, climate change 
is the changes that occur in the climate as a result of human behaviors that adversely 
affect the balance of the global atmosphere in addition to naturally occurring changes in 
the climate (UNEP, 1975). According to this definition, human behavior is the main cause 
of climate change. The disruption by human hands of the balance between the living and 
non-living elements that make up the environment is already creating environmental 
issues. Although these changes in the climate seem to be an environmental issue in 
itself, they are the result of many existing environmental issues. The most important 
consequence of climate change caused by human behavior is global warming. Climate 
change and global warming are two interrelated concepts. Climate change emerges as 
a larger concept that includes global warming and cooling. The Earth’s temperature has 
risen then fallen many times throughout the planet’s history. This is a natural process that 
occurs due to the way nature functions. But the reason for the increase we are seeing in 
the Earth’s temperature today is man. This is why the change is unlike any other before it. 
The Earth’s temperature has been gradually rising since the beginning of industrialization 
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in 1800, in particular (Şahin, 2012). The destruction of forests and the unconscious and 
excessive use of fossil fuels increase the amounts of methane, carbon dioxide, ozone, 
and dinitrogen monoxide in the atmosphere. These gases keep the temperature of the 
Earth at 14 degrees Celsius. The change in the ratio of these gases in the atmosphere 
directly affects the temperature of the Earth. These effects result in the climate crisis 
(Erten, 2004). The possible consequences of climate change include the following: 

● Unusual temperature changes will adversely affect vital health, increasing
epidemics and mass mortality rates. The inexorable increase in temperature will
lead to drought and desertification.

● Extraordinary changes in the seasons will cause melting in areas with permanent
snow and ice cover, resulting in disasters such as avalanches, floods, and high
waters. As the seas rise, the relatively low areas where there is habitation and
agriculture will end up underwater.

● The melting glaciers and large currents in the oceans will affect the salinity of the
seas and disrupt the order of the currents. This in turn will cause irregularities in
the normal formation of climates.

● Changes in sea currents will adversely affect marine ecosystems and impact life
in those regions. Mankind can expect to encounter great hardships, particularly
in finding sources of drinking water (Candan & Erten, 2015).

	This is why the biggest step man can take to leave a habitable planet for future
generations is to seek solutions not only to climate change but also to all environmental 
issues. But this step can only be taken with environmentally friendly societies. This is 
possible by raising the individuals who make up the societies, the teachers who raise 
them, and the teacher candidates who will go on to raise them in an environmentally 
friendly way.

The United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals for 2030
When we examine the steps taken to find solutions to environmental issues, 

we see that the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development are frequently 
articulated after the 1990s (Çayırağası & Sayı, 2021). The Brundtland Report, organized 
by the UN in 1987, is where these concepts were first put forward. This report states that 
mankind needs to consider the resources of future generations while meeting its needs 
today. These resources are the most important legacy we will leave for the future (Singh, 
2020; United Nations, 1987). In other words, sustainable development is a model for 
how to protect the environment while meeting human needs. Economic and ecological 
development should be mutually supportive. The Rio Declaration in 1992 builds on 
the 1987 report and takes it further. It states that sustainable development has three 
pillars. These are the economic dimension, the social dimension, and the environmental 
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dimension (Choudhary & Gokarn, 2013; Meakin, 1992; Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). 
Knowledge and awareness of sustainable development are key to solving environmental 
issues. The search for solutions to environmental issues is a global responsibility. The 
whole world needs to collaborate on this. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
are an important example of such collaboration. They have been adopted by 193 UN 
members and should be achieved by the end of 2030. Constituting a global and universal 
call to action, the goals were first adopted in 2016. The Paris Agreement is regarded 
as the starting point for the UN Sustainable Development Goals. This agreement 
entered into force in 2015 intending to find a global solution to climate change, which 
seriously affects human existence. In the period before the Paris Agreement, the UN 
Millennium Development Goals, covering the years 2000-2015, pursued the same goal. 
The Sustainable Development Goals are an improved version of the same goals that 
were introduced by the OECD in 1996 (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). The Sustainable 
Development Goals have 17 main objectives and 169 related sub-objectives. The 
following figure and table present these objectives in detail.
Figure 3.
Sustainable Development Goals
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Table 2
Sustainable Development Goals

Goal 
Number

Goal Name

Number 
of 

Countries 
Capable

Description

1 No Poverty 31

End poverty in all its forms everywhere by 
2030

-

2 Zero Hunger 0
End hunger, achieve food security, 
improve nutrition, and promote sustainable 
agriculture

3
Good Health and 
Well-Being

0
Ensure healthy lives and promote well-
being for all at all ages.

4 Quality Education 16
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all

5 Gender Equality 5 
Achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls

6
Clean Water and 
Sanitation

0
Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all

7
Affordable and 
Clean Energy

11
Ensure access to affordable, reliable, 
sustainable, and modern energy for all

8
Decent Work and 
Economic Growth

2

Promote sustained, inclusive, and 
sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment, and decent work 
for all

9
Industry, 
Innovation and 
Infrastructure

1
Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
inclusive and sustainable industrialization, 
and foster innovation

10
Reducing 
Inequality

9
Reduce inequality within and among 
countries

11
Sustainable Cities 
and Communities

0
Make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable

12
Responsible 
Consumption and 
Production

26
Ensure sustainable consumption and 
production patterns

13 Climate Action 20
Take urgent action to combat climate 
change and its impacts
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14 Life Below Water 0
Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, 
seas, and marine resources for sustainable 
development

15 Life on Land 4

Protect, restore, and promote sustainable 
use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 
manage forests, combat desertification, 
halt reverse land degradation, and halt 
biodiversity loss

16
Peace, Justice and 
Strong Institutions

2

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all, and build effective, 
accountable, and inclusive institutions at 
all levels

17
Partnerships for 
Goals

1
Strengthening the means for implementation 
and revitalizing the Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development

The table above was prepared according to 2023 data. When the relevant table is 
examined, it is seen that the situation is not very bright all over the world. The Poverty 
Reduction goal has been achieved the most. The number of countries achieving this goal 
is 31. Considering that there are 193 countries that have accepted these goals, it can be 
seen that the realization rate of the most successful goal is only 16%. It is known that all 
countries create action plans to achieve these goals. There are five codes (blue, green, 
yellow, orange and red) according to the level of realization of Sustainable Developmet 
Goals. Thanks to these codes, the level of realization of the 17 goals can be easily 
understood on a country basis. The explanations of these codes are as follows: 

Table 3.
Codes for Sustainable Development Goals

Code Number Code Description

1 Green SDG achieved

2 Yellow Challenges remain

3 Orange
Significant challenges 

remain
4 Red Major challenges remain

5 Blue Information unavailable

The blue code indicates that the information unavailable, the green code indicates 
that the information has been achieved, the yellow code indicates that challenges remain, 
the orange code indicates that significant challenges remain, and the red code indicates 
that major challenges remain. Everyone can access up-to-date information about the 
2022 Sustainable Development Report prepared by the University of Cambridge from 
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the official website prepared specifically for this report (https://dashboards.sdgindex.
org/). As an example, the situation of the No Poverty goal in the world is given in the 
picture below. 

Figure 4.
Report of the No Poverty goal in 2023

Türkiye’s Current Situation on Sustainable Development Goals

While Türkiye moves its country forward economically and socially in 
its development journey from past to future, it also prioritizes the protection and 
improvement of the environment in line with its global responsibilities. In this context, 
Turkey emphasizes at every opportunity that it is ready to contribute to a sustainable 
world since the adoption of the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. Türkiye’s 
position on Sustainable Development Goals is summarized below.

Figure 5.
Türkiye’s position on Sustainable Development Goals
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Table 4.
Türkiye’s position on Sustainable Development Goals

Goal 
Number Goal Name Turkey’s Code Goal 

Number Goal Name Turkey’s 
Code

1 No Poverty Code Yellow 10 Reducing 
Inequality Code Red

2 Zero Hunger Code Orange 11
Sustainable 
Cities and 

Communities
Code 

Orange

3 Good Health and 
Well-being Code Red 12

Responsible 
Consumption 

and 
Production

Code 
Yellow

4 Quality Education Code Orange 13 Climate 
Action Code Red

5 Gender Equality Code Red 14 Life Below 
Water Code Red

6 Clean Water and 
Sanitation Code Orange 15 Life on Land Code Red

7 Affordable and 
Clean Energy Code Yellow 16

Peace, 
Justice 

and Strong 
Institutions

Code Red

8
Decent Work 
and Economic 

Growth
Code Red 17 Partnerships 

for Goals
Code 

Orange

9
Industry, 

Innovation and 
Infrastructure

Code Red

When the relevant table is analyzed, it is seen that Türkiye has not achieved 
the green code in any of the 17 goals by 2023. Again, none of the 17 goals is marked 
with a blue code. This is an indication that the data is open for all 17 goals. When 
the relevant table is analyzed, it is seen that Türkiye is marked with a yellow code in 
three goals. This shows that there are still significant challenges in poverty reduction, 
Affordable and Clean Energy and responsible consumption and production. There are 
five goals where Türkiye is struggling with great difficulties to achieve the goal. These 
goals are zero hunger, quality education, clean water and sanitation, sustainable cities 
and communities, and partnerships for the goals. These goals are marked with an orange 
code. Current data shows that Türkiye is still struggling with major challenges in 9 of 
the 17 goals. All these goals are marked with code red. Gender equality, decent work and 
economic growth, industry, innovation and infrastructure, reducing inequality, climate 
action, Life Below Water, life on land, peace, justice and strong institutions are the goals 
marked with code red.

When current developments are examined, there is significant progress for Türkiye 
in the goals of No Poverty, Good Health and Well-being, Clean Water and Sanitation, 
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Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure and Sustainable Cities and Communities. 
Unfortunately, there is no progress in other goals. However, efforts on this issue continue. 
It is anticipated that as the country develops technically and economically, there will be 
developments towards these goals. Turkey has come a long way with the impact of 
social policies implemented on issues such as reducing poverty, providing access to basic 
services, eliminating inequalities, and protecting vulnerable groups. In particular, policies 
aimed at reducing interregional infrastructure differences and spreading technological 
opportunities throughout the country have created an inclusive development path. In the 
next process; Efforts will be focused on continuing progress and further improving the 
quality of services provided. In line with the principle of equity, efforts will continue to 
spread the effects of welfare increase in a balanced manner to all segments of society, 
especially vulnerable groups (TR Presidency of Strategy and Budget, 2019).
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Figure 6.
Türkiye’s position on Sustainable Development Goals
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