Education for Sustainable Development
The Case of Turkey

BY

Ibrahim Ozdemir, Ph.D

Deputy General Director

Department of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of National Education

Ankara, Turkey

e-mail: iozdemir@meb.gov.tr

Let me say something about my country. As many knows, Turkey has a very central geography that bridges East and West, North and South, Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. This unique geographical position implies rich biodiversity, sensitive ecological habitats and a wealth of cultural and historical resources. Turkey’s rugged topography experiences high seismic activity where earthquakes and erosion can pose hazards. In fact, Turkey had experienced some major earthquakes in recent years. Topography and soil conditions allow only a third of Turkey’s total land area to be suitable for various types of agriculture, implying pressure on available fertile land. Although Turkey is blessed with an abundance of water resources, it requires proper management to utilize the water in the most efficient way. Other natural resources whose management should receive attention include certain minerals, forests, fertile soils, and fisheries

Moreover, Turkey is one of the 20 most populous countries in the world with an estimated 67 million people and has the fastest population growth rate of all OECD countries (1.6% in 1997). A relatively high growth rate normally puts additional pressure on natural resources and results in greater production of wastes. Rapid urbanization usually exposes a growing population to a range of concentrated environmental problems and puts pressure on resources (e.g. marine and coastal resources). Rural migration to the urban centers usually originates in areas with low agricultural production where the use of land often exceeds its carrying capacity. Excessive migration combined
The role of education in raising environmental awareness is evident. Therefore, many countries changed their educational curriculums and included environmental courses on the one hand, and revised other relevant courses, such as sciences, history, and religion, from an environmental friendly perspective on the other. The Turkish national education system is not an exception. In fact, in accordance with the article 56 of the 1982 Turkish Constitution, which underlines that “Protection of environmental health, prevention of environmental pollutions and development of the environment are the State's and every citizen's duty”, new courses called “environment” implemented in different level of educational system. The Ministry of Environment worked with the Ministry of National Education to develop the materials to be used and provided in-service education of teachers. Moreover, the Ministry of National Education signed an agreement with UNESCO on a project for Environmental Education in 1990. Then, the Ministry of National Education has prepared a handbook for primary school teachers. It seems that teachers can increase the awareness of children on issues such as life, bios, health and the environment with the help of this handbook. 

The major topics covered at primary and high schools include the major environmental problems and then protection of soil, water, air; solutions to pollution; ways of giving guarantees for living without risks; conservation of natural resources. The Ministry of Environment also provides schools with pamphlets, brochures, pictures, books, films, slides and seminars. Furthermore, students participate in tree planting activities organized by schools and the Ministry of Forestry. 

Universities in Turkey also adopting themselves to respond the environmental challenge. Today, many universities have environmental engineering departments and research centers. Approximately, there are more than 2000 environmental engineers in Turkey.  In addition, some departments also deal with environmental sciences, conservation planning, and threshold analysis, while other departments such as architecture, landscape design, chemistry, construction engineering, physics and medicine offer environmental courses. However, to educate the public and raise environmental awareness should not be left to formal educational institutions. 
I think NGOs, mass media and local authorities also can play their role in increasing public awareness about the environmental challenge and an environment friendly life style. This point underlined by a leading expert on the subject as follows: “The social learning capacity of our society must be expanded to generate new ways to respond to the process of ecological degradation. One key component in fostering social learning to address ecological degradation is through the development and instantiation of binding ecological norms”.

“The social learning capacity” leads to mushrooming of civil societies in general. As the society and citizens informed, they want to be a part in decision-making processes. The diverse character of society leads to a dialogue and cooperation on the hand, to give an opportunity to unheard and ignored, if not suppressed and destroyed, societies. I think, this multicultural aspect of environmental thought could be seen as a major to modern thought. It is through environmental consciousness many came to understand interdependentness and interrelatedness of eco systems and humanity. This also explains the reason for an environmental ethics. Because, “to enable large-scale, multicultural action among numerous human communities, an ecological ethics must work within the pluralist, postmodern world. This requires an ethics that can accommodate a wide range of cultural viewpoints, including conflicting notions of what is sacred and profane, what constitutes truth and heresy, and even basic notions regarding what it means to be human. 
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