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Introduction 
 

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. 
(Turkey has 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, creating 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.1  

With an estimated 67 million people, Turkey is one of the twenty most 
populous countries in the world 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 (marine and coastal resources, for example). 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 with inadequate infrastructure 
facilities in the urban centers causes environmental concerns.2 
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Major Environmental Problems3 
Being the ancient cultural and spiritual home, indeed the birthplace, of 

many civilizations, Asia Minor’s fertile soils in have experienced many 
environmental problems in her long history, as a result of human-nature 
interaction. The National Environmental Action Plan of Turkey categorizes the 
coutnry’s current major environmental problems as follows: 

 
• the urban environment (air quality, water supply and 

wastewater, and solid waste management) 
• natural resource management (water resources, soils and land, 

forests, biodiversity) 
• marine and coastal resources 
• cultural and natural heritage 
• natural as well as man-made environmental hazards 

 
Air pollution is the first environmental problem Turks confronted 

beginning in the early 1980s. It was a visible and disturbing problem in 
major cities and industrial zones and sites.4 Air pollution is caused by 
“unplanned and unregulated urbanization, manifested through the use of 
low-quality fuel coupled with improper combustion techniques, shortage of 
green areas, unplanned and unregulated construction, and heavy traffic; and 
inappropriate selection of industrial sites and the emission of waste gases 
into the air without adequate technical precaution.”5 Studies have indicated 
that between 1990-1995, in 26 cities-including the cities of Bursa, 
Diyarbakır, Gaziantep, Istanbul, Kocaeli and Konya, which each have a 
population of more than one million according to the latest census in 1990 
the average sulfur dioxide concentration in winter exceeded the long term 
limit set by the Regulation on Protection of Air Quality; in 34 cities, the short 
term limit was exceeded for more than 100 days in the said period. Since 
then, however, the problem of air pollution has decreased in major cities 
with the implementation of a natural gas network and other measures. 

The second environmental problem is water pollution, that is, “ground, 
thermal, and mineral waters, rivers, lakes and coastal zones are under the 
threat of heavy pollution due to household and industrial discharges, and 
extensive or incorrect usage of pesticides and fertilizers.”6 

The third problem is soil pollution, which is associated with water 
pollution. It is also caused by household and industrial discharges, and 
inappropriate use of fertilizers and pesticides. Erosion, moreover, is one of 
most important soil problems in Turkey. Recent studies have estimated that 
roughly 500 million tons of topsoil is being lost every year, causing 
productivity losses in agriculture and a decrease in the storage capacity of 
reservoirs.7 

The fourth problem is the maintaining the flora in Turkey, such as 
forests, pastures, and grasslands. All these areas are under the threat of an 
excessive and incorrect use of fertilizers and pesticides, fires, and direct 
human destruction.  
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The fifth critical environmental problem is noise, especially in big cities, 
which adversely affects human auditory health and perception, upsetting 
physiological and psychological balance, and lowering work performance. The 
main sources of noise pollution are traffic, places of entertainment, building 
and road construction, and industry. 

Another problem peculiar to Turkey is solid waste landfills, which “not 
only pollute the environment but may also jeopardize safety of anyone near 
them from methane gas explosions. Such a problem was witnessed in 
Istanbul’s Umraniye District. A methane explosion in April 1993 at a waste 
disposal site triggered a landslide, resulting in the death of 30 people who 
hold lived in houses in the surrounding area.”8 

Behrooz Morvaridi, a scholar from Yale, considers Turkey’s 
“environmental problems” as social problems, which reflect the 
interrelationships among resource change, human productive activities, and 
the accompanying transformations of people’s lives.9 

 
The Emergence of Modern Environmental Consciousness 

Although the history of environmental problems goes back to ancient 
times, environmental consciousness in modern sense is a new phenomenon 
for Turks just as it is for others. Western societies began to perceive the 
harmful and devastating effects of industrialization and development in the 
early 1960s. Since then, as Apel puts it, “scientific-technical civilization has 
confronted all nations, races, and cultures, regardless of their group-specific, 
culturally relative moral traditions, with a common ethical problem. For the 
first time in the history of the human species, human beings are faced with 
the task of accepting collective responsibility for the consequences of their 
actions on a world-wide scale.10 Environmental consciousness, therefore, 
arose first as a response to the these problems respectively in industrial and 
developed societies.  

Turkey, like many other nations in the process of development and 
industrialization, has experienced similar problems and has been trying to 
learn from, if not only to mimic, the Western experience of 
environmentalism. I personally believe that, as Apel reminds us above, one 
cannot talk about environmental problems and resulting environmental 
consciousness in the rest of world without paying attention to the world-
transforming activities of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth 
centuries. European hegemony and influence, for example, not only 
destroyed the traditional Muslim political system but also the economic and 
social institutions that had sustained it.11 With these remarks in mind, we 
can look at the development of environmental consciousness in modern 
Turkey. The Turks began to settle in Anatolia (Asia Minor) from the second 
half of the eleventh century and created a number of political entities. The 
greatest were the Anatolian Seljuks, the Ottoman Empire and now the 
Republic of Turkey. 

As nomadic tribes, Turks possessed a sense of reverence for nature 
even in their pre-Islamic history. Like primal peoples elsewhere, they lived 
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within a state of natural balance and held natural objects in high esteem, in 
some cases even considering them as sacred. This can be compared with the 
ecological attitudes and practices of American Indians, for example.12 The 
ancient Turks regarded mountains, rivers, brooks, springs, trees, and lakes 
as sacred.13 With the coming of Islam, they came to see nature as the realm 
in which the beautiful names of God were manifested. This shifting 
perception could be seen in Turkish folk poetry, especially in the poetry of 
the thirteenth-century Anatolian dervish and folk-poet Yunus Emre 
(d.1321).14 As a Sufi (Muslim mystic), Yunus believed that every particle in 
the world, animate and inanimate, was a manifestation of the beauty and 
greatness of God, and therefore was a sign of the Divine. Some of Emre’s 
poems are still used today by those seeking to raise environmental 
consciousness among modern Turks. His conception and vision of the 
environment is best summarized in his famous saying: “We love all creation 
for the sake of the Creator.” 

In the Ottoman Empire, there existed some institutions for the 
protection of natural sites, though these were admittedly rare and benefited 
mainly the elites. Within civil society, however, there existed charitable 
foundations (waqfs), which were well-known throughout the Muslim world.15 
When the constitution of these institutions is studied, evidence of concern 
about environmental protection and well-being of animals can be seen.16  

Certain new organizations emerged in the second half of the 
nineteenth century through the influence of the French Revolution. In 1909, 
for example, a Law of Associations [Cemiyetler Kanunu] was issued, and 
almost remained intact till 1938.17  However, this should not be regarded as 
an indication of environmental awareness in the modern sense, but rather as 
a general consequence of the traditional Islamic value system.18 

Although the Turkish Republic replaced the Ottoman Empire in 1924, it 
seems that some basic attitudes restricting the participation of individuals in 
the decision-making process remained the same. In other words, “the state 
dominance over the society in Ottoman Empire…reflected itself to the new 
Turkish state” and resulted in “a rigid sate-society polarization.”19 The 
founders of Modern Turkey were overwhelmed with the problems of a war-
torn country in the early years of their careers. However, by the 1930s, a 
number of organizations had become interested in environmental issues, 
including the Animal Conservation Association, the Island Reconstruction 
Association, the Embellishment of Çamlica Association, the Mountaineer Club, 
and the Turkish Association of Foresters. The crucial point, however, is that 
these organizations were not bodies which were independent from state.20 
The activities of these and other organizations were strictly limited and 
controlled through one party rule. Therefore, none of them could act as a 
pressure group during the early period of the Republic, which ended in 1950s 
with the dawn of the multiparty era. At that time, the ban on associations 
and strict control over the social and political participation of the citizens was 
lifted. As a result new social groups emerged, representing different interests 
and views arising from the public sphere. 
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Ironically, environmental problems such as the inadequacy of 
infrastructures in big cities, the rise of squatter housing because of rapid 
industrialization, and migration to large cities, began to show their face 
around the same time. One result was the establishment of the Turkish 
Association for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, one of the 
first achievements of Turkish environmentalism, in 1955. The founders of 
this and similar organizations included forestry engineers, bureaucrats, and 
scientists, and their goal was to prevent forest destruction and to preserve 
soil and water resources.21  

The term “environment” (çevre) is spelled out for the first time in the 
1961 Turkish Constitution, where according to article 49, “everyone’s 
physical and mental health should be protected.” The subsequent 
development of environmental institutions and protections has been based 
on this article. 
 
Official Response to Environmental Crisis 

Awareness of local environmental problems acquired an international 
dimension and became a global issue in the early 1970s. In fact, the idea of 
developing national policies to conserve environmental resources first 
appeared right after the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Environment 
in Stockholm. The Turkish government also grew concerned about 
environmental problems, and became an active member of numerous 
international institutions to address the problem. With the influence of the 
conference, in the Third Five-Year Development Plan (1973-1977) which was 
prepared in 1973, environmental problems were dealt with for the first time. 
The plan stressed that the regulations concerning environmental protection 
should be added to the corpus of existing law. As a result, environmental law 
was incorporated into the national canon in 1983.22 The efficient use of 
natural resources and their transmission to further generations was also 
emphasized in subsequent Five Year Development Plans as follows: “in the 
utilization of the natural resources in Turkey, importance will be attached to 
the conservation and development of these resources, taking into account 
the ecological balance and to enable the future generations to make use of 
them.”23 In 1978, organization at the state level continued with the forming 
of the Undersecretariat of Environment. 

A growing awareness of environmental issues can be seen in the 1982 
Turkish Constitution, which includes several articles on the protection of the 
environment. Article 56, for example, proclaims that “everyone possesses 
the right to live in a healthy and balanced environment. Developing the 
environmental circumstances, protecting environment health and preventing 
environmental pollution are the duties of the state and its citizens.” However, 
Article 56 is not the only article regarding environmental protection. Article 
43, for example, states that the public interest should be respected in coastal 
zones; Article 63 indicates the duties of the state to protect all historical sites 
and sites of exceptional natural beauty; Articles 44, 45, and 169 give the 
state the responsibility of undertaking all precautions to preserve the soil and 
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forests; Article 23 gives the state the right to regulate, and if necessary to 
suspend, the freedom of establishment in cases where environmental danger 
exists.  

Turkey’s major environmental law institutions are based on the 
aforementioned constitutional principles. Accordingly, an “Environment Law” 
was established by Parliament in 1983. It was followed by the National Park 
Law, the Law for Protection of Cultural and Natural Wealth, the law to Protect 
Coastal Zones, the Construction Law, the Municipalities’ Law, the Law to 
Protect General Health, the Law to Encourage Tourism, the Law of Forestry, 
the Law of Water Products, and the Decree on Using Agricultural Lands. In 
the wake of all this new legislation, the Ministry of Environment was founded 
in 1991. Although the Turkish state assumed the responsibility for 
maintaining a suitable and healthy environment for its citizens, it also left 
open the door for citizens to play a role in environmental protection. 

 
The Role of the Ministry of Environment 

The role of the Ministry of Environment has been limited by its share of 
state funds. One reason for its small budgetary allocation may be that it was 
a new institution without a traditional bureaucracy of its own. However, 
many environmentalists believe that the state still does not consider 
environmental protection to be a high priority. In other words, politicians and 
policy makers are not really interested in long-term policies. Even so, the 
Ministry of Environment has organized some major conferences and invited 
different environmental groups and sectors to discuss the current 
environmental problems threatening Turkey and how to address these 
problems. The Ministry has also published books, pamphlets, films, and 
pictures to enlighten the public and raise environmental awareness. By 
publishing these books, The Ministry of Environment has tried to show its 
willingness to see the environmental problems from a broader perspective 
on the one hand, while at the same time encouraging and promoting 
scholars of diverse backgrounds to produce similar works.24 
 
Environmental Education in Schools 

The role of education in raising environmental awareness is clear. In 
recent years many countries have expanded their educational curricula to 
include environmental courses and revised other relevant courses in the 
sciences, history, and other fields to include an ecological dimension. The 
Turkish national educational system is not an exception to this trend. In fact, 
in accordance with Article 56 of the 1982 Turkish Constitution, new 
environmental studies courses have been implemented at different levels of 
the educational system. The Ministry of Environment has worked with the 
Ministry of National Education to develop the materials to be used, and 
provided in-service education for teachers. In 1990, the Ministry of National 
Education signed an agreement with UNESCO on a project for environmental 
education. As a result, the Ministry has prepared a handbook for primary 
school teachers. It has been hoped that teachers could help raise the 
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awareness of children on issues such as health and the environment with the 
help of this handbook.25  

Environmental topics covered at the primary and high school levels 
include the major environmental problems and the protection of air, water, 
and soil; remedies for pollution; lower risk ways of improving living 
standards; and the conservation of natural resources.26 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. (The 
Ministries of Environment and Forestry have recently merged.) 

Turkish Universities are also adapting themselves to respond the 
environmental challenge. Today, many universities have environmental 
engineering departments and research centers. There are now more than 
2,000 environmental engineers in Turkey.  Other departments deal with 
environmental sciences, conservation planning, and threshold analysis, while 
certain architecture, landscape design, chemistry, construction engineering, 
physics and medicine programs offer environmental courses.27  

However, the education of the public and the raising of environmental 
awareness should not be left to formal educational institutions alone. NGOs, 
the mass media, and local authorities can also play a role in increasing public 
awareness about the environmental challenge and working towards an 
environmentally-friendly way of life. This point is underlined by Robert Brull, 
who notes that “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.”28 

“Social learning capacity” leads to increased empowerment within civil 
society as a whole. As the society and citizens grow more informed, they 
want to be a part of the decision-making process. The diverse character of 
society leads to dialogue and cooperation. It provides new opportunities to 
the voiceless, unrepresented and oppressed. The social aspect of 
environmental thought could thus be seen as a major contribution to modern 
ideals, specifically democracy. Through an increased environmental 
consciousness, people come to understand the interdependence and 
interrelatedness of ecosystems and humanity as well.  

This gives strong justification for developing an environmental ethic 
within society. As Marilyn Cooper suggests, “to enable large-scale, 
multicultural action among numerous human communities, an ecological 
ethic must work within the pluralist, postmodern world. This requires an 
ethic 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.”29 
 
NGOs and Environmental Awareness 
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Thanks to the growing importance of civil society in the world, 
traditional Turkish political life also has been changing in recent decades and 
leaving more space for public participation. This is the main reason for the 
advent and rapid growth of NGOs in Turkey since the 1980s. Since then, we 
have seen the blossoming of environmental organizations and the raising of 
environmental consciousness among the Turkish public.  

In the early days of the Turkish Republic there were 26,000 registered 
foundations, which were inherited from the Ottoman Empire. In fact, these 
were religious charity foundations (waqfs). Today, there are almost 60,000 
associations, 3,000 foundations and 1,000 unions in Turkey, each of which 
function in society for different purposes.30  (A list of NGOs in Turkey is 
provided in Appendixes A and B.) 

In fact, environmental awareness in Turkey came largely as a reflection 
of global environmental movements. The global nature of the problem on the 
one hand, and the rapid acceleration of global communications on the other, 
have made possible an increasing level of solidarity and cooperation among 
environmental groups and movements worldwide. Turkish environmentalism 
has arisen within this context of global environmental consciousness. 

Initially, environmental initiatives tended to be protective and 
reactionary rather than based on any sort of thoroughgoing worldview. These 
initiatives were either against something conceived to be a threat to the 
environment, or for the protection of specific natural sites. Turkish 
environmentalists, for example, opposed thermal power plants at Gökova 
(1986), Aliağa (1989), and Yatağan (1989), and a nuclear power plant at 
Akkuyu (1993). To these can be added, from 1989 onward, the popular 
movement in Bergama (western Turkey) against the use of cyanide in gold 
mining.31 The latter case is so far unique, in the sense that it has featured 
the active participation of villagers and local communities for the first time. It 
is surprising to see peasants, who just one decade ago used to demonstrate 
in favor of new industries in the hope of jobs and economic growth, were 
now demonstrating for the protection of the environment. The environmental 
movement, therefore, is coming to be seen as “a celebrating example of 
constitutional democracy and citizenship,” and moreover, as “a precursor of 
social projects critical of the instrumental rationality in the Turkish 
context.”32 

Actions for the preservation of two relatively small parks in downtown 
Ankara, Zafer Park in 1986 and Güvenpark in 1987, which inhabitants of the 
capital regarded as the lungs of the city, were protective in nature. Activists 
opposed any urban development policies that would reduce the city park 
system, arguing that if Ankara was to be the symbol of modern Turkey then 
it must contain green sites as well. The two parks were saved thanks to the 
activities of environmentalists, who proved able to inform the public about 
their rights and raise their voices to protect “their” parks and “their” city.  

The Aliağa Power Plant trial, meanwhile, occupied the Council of State 
for years. This case is highly significant because the relevant environmental 
statutes of the legal code, including Article 56 of the 1982 Turkish 
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Constitution, were actively utilized, and the role of the administration in 
environmental conservation was emphasized. The legislative provision of the 
court included the opinion that “Ecology is above all the national interests.”33 
This is interesting in the sense that by appealing to “anthropocentric” 
environmental legislation, Turkish environmentalists obtained an “ecocentric” 
result.34 

The Bergama movement was significant in that it received sympathy 
from the public with its extensive participation by women, its non-violent 
approach, the creativity, persistence, and determination of its protesters, 
and the occasional use of shocking and non-traditional forms of protest, 
including a nude protest. The locals were well organized under an ad hoc 
Environmental Executive Committee; the organization was informal rather 
than institutional. The movement reached across boundaries, from the local 
level to the national, eventually receiving international support as well. 
Moreover, the activists framed the problem not only as an environmental 
issue, but also in terms of people’s right to resist in the interest of protecting 
their own welfare and livelihoods. The Bergama movement provided an 
opportunity to implement the right of social opposition and civil 
disobedience.35  

Furthermore, according to Öncü-Koçan, “The Bergama villagers 
accomplished a notable change in gender relationships and in the 
relationship between the public and private realms. The movement opens the 
political space to the experiences of the women who previously were 
excluded from public sphere, and hence broadens the social base of 
democratic citizenship.”36  In sum, the Bergama movement has been one of 
the most effective environmental initiatives to take place in Turkey. 

Mass reactions against nuclear plants are especially interesting in this 
context, and may have far-reaching implications. One motivating event may 
have been the Chernobyl disaster on 26 April 1986 in Ukraine. As former 
Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev emphasized, “it has painfully affected the 
Soviet people, and shocked the international community. For the first time, 
we confront the real force of nuclear energy, out of control.”37 The Turkish 
people’s reaction toward nuclear power plans should be analyzed in the light 
of this and other environmental disasters. Chernobyl—which is located 
uncomfortably close to Turkish territory—showed the world very clearly the 
international dimensions of environmental problems. In the case of the 
Akkuyu nuclear power plant, demonstrations were nation-wide as public 
announcements and marches were held in various regions of the country to 
protest the decision of the plant’s construction.   

Today, Turkey’s environmental movement consists of a broad but 
generally ineffective official sector, a civil environmental movement 
(foundations, associations and cooperatives formed by the private sector) 
that prefers to exist in relation with the first group and which sometimes 
shows a technocratic tendency in dealing with environmental groups, and a 
third, tiny group which, though thoroughly independent of the first group, 
has largely been reduced to ineffectiveness and silence. Arnd-Michael Nohl, 



 

10 

after examining the manifestos, programs, and works of Turkish 
environmental NGOs, classifies Turkish environmentalist movements under 
four distinctive and in some cases overlapping groups: Greens, radical 
environmentalists, defenders for conservation of nature and environment, 
and protectors of industry and environment.38  
 
The Turkish Greens 

The Turkish Green Party was founded in 1988. The Turkish Greens 
were influenced by the Green movements of the West, especially of Europe. 
The Greens differentiate themselves from other environmental groups, whom 
they accuse of collaborating with the state.39 Moreover, they rejected the 
Western concepts of the Enlightenment and modernity—that is, the theory of 
linear development, Western cultural and educational norms, and so on 
education—which had been accepted by many modernist Turks. As the 
Greens consider the environmental degradation to be a direct product of the 
Enlightenment, they seek to envision a new worldview which is more holistic 
and humane. 
  The Green Party was founded by members of a variety of marginal 
groups, such as feminists, atheists, homosexuals, lesbians, anti-militarists, 
and others, which made the majority of Turks suspicious about their real 
aims. Many believed that these groups were using environmentalism as a 
way of legitimizing themselves. Even the Turkish Foundation for 
Environmental Protection, a leading environmentalist society, declared their 
suspicions about the Green Party and its founders. However, one positive 
aspect of the Green Party cannot be ignored: it allowed other mainstream 
parties to develop their own positions and policies about environment.40 The 
Party was disbanded in 1994 because of legal formalities. State officials 
argued that it had not followed legal procedures. According to Ciğdem 
Ademi, however, the actual reasons “were internal struggles and being 
unable to create an effective action platform.”41  
 
Radical Environmentalists 

Radical environmentalists argue that environmental problems are best 
can be understood within the process of democratization. These problems 
emerge when the public is left out of the decision-making process. 
Environmental problems, therefore are democratic problems, and can be 
solved through the political empowerment and participation of “informed 
citizens.” According to one Turkish radical environmentalist, “the cause of 
ecological problems are human beings, their social way of living and their 
interaction with nature.”42  

The S.O.S. Mediterranean Association, originally established in 1990 as 
the S.O.S. Mediterranean Bureau, can be seen as the major representative of 
this group.43  Initially, it was set up as a working group within the Turkish 
Green Party. The main objectives of the group are “to prevent the 
exploitation of Mediterranean ecosystems, to halt the ecological crisis which 
threatens the world in the region, to provide peace in the Mediterranean. In 
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addition, natural resources which are exploited by tourism and industrialism, 
polluted rivers, endangered species, destroyed historical sites are among the 
subjects to be dealt with.”44 Turkey’s radical environmentalists underline the 
importance of “green philosophy and ecological policies for providing the 
continuity of the harmony between man and man and man and nature.”45  
 
Conservationists 

The basic characteristic of this group is their non-political and radical 
discourse. Among the prominent conservationist organizations are The 
Environment Foundation of Turkey (EFT) and the Turkish Foundation for 
Combating Soil Erosion, for Reforestation and the Protection of Natural 
Habitats (TEMA). 

EFT was established in 1978 as “a non-governmental, non-profit, 
voluntary and independent organization carrying out its work in accordance 
with the principles of the Civil Code of Turkey.”46 They emphasize their non-
political character as follows: “We have not been involved in extremist 
movements. We have not dealt with politics. We have not stepped over the 
line drawn for a moderate, balanced and realistic NGO. We have not lost our 
respect for the fluency, clearness and richness of the Turkish language in our 
publications. We have always been loyal to the unchangeable essential 
philosophy of the Republic of Turkey and the principles of Atatürk [the 
founder of modern Turkey].”47 Moreover, EFT has good relations with 
international organizations such as the United Nations, the European Union, 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the World Bank. 
Today, EFT continues its work in the form of research, publications and 
creating public awareness. The Foundation has published many books on 
various issues pertaining to the environment, and these books constitute the 
basis of the environmental literature in Turkey. 
  TEMA is another exemplary non-political and civil organization, which 
provides environmental in-service courses to public. It was established in 
1992 with the main objectives of trying to prevent soil erosion, protecting 
the natural heritage, and preserving biological diversity. It was founded by a 
prominent Turkish businessman, Hayrettin Karaca.48  Karaca links 
environmental problems, especially those of erosion, deforestation and 
desertification, with those of political and economic systems, consumption 
patterns and the modern civilization. He also associates Turkey’s social 
problems such as migration, underdevelopment of rural areas and starvation 
with the productivity of the soil, the decline of grazing lands, floods, and 
erosion. Although Karaca is a businessman, he is very critical of modernist 
development and economic theories, especially modern consumption 
patterns. His philosophical attitude toward environmental problems and how 
to overcome them can be seen from the following remarks, where he draws 
interesting conclusions for well being of environment and human happiness:  
 

What we are witnessing in reality today is that the rich get richer as 
the poor get poorer. The time has come to question the formation of 
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our current economic system of ever-higher production and ever-
higher consumption. The time has come to ask, “How much is 
enough?” The time has came to consider a system of sharing that will 
call for “sustainable living” in place of “sustainable development,” 
which is unlikely to be a functional economic model for the future.  
 (…) 

We propose, instead, the concept of “sustainable living,” which 
entails a new pattern of sharing and a new lifestyle. Human beings 
should strive to maintain a level of consumption that would meet their 
needs while allowing for the satisfaction of needs of future generations 
and the survival of our species.  

The only way to share voluntarily is to concede that none of the 
aspirations of our times--becoming richer, more powerful and 
consuming more--can sustain human life on earth. This fact must be 
realized by humanity.  

Peace among human beings is solely possible if there is peace 
between man and nature. Unless we conquer greed, we cannot achieve 
peace. This is a moral decision to be taken by each person on his/her 
own. It cannot be legislated by political bodies or enforced by military 
measures. It requires individual insight into the problems of our 
world.49 
 
TEMA’s major concern is “to raise public consciousness about 

environmental problems such as soil erosion, deforestation, conservation of 
the surface of the soil, the decline of productivity in farming areas and 
threats to the biodiversity of the land.”50 TEMA also “focuses on developing 
and carrying out pilot projects on rural development, rangeland rehabilitation 
and reforestation.”51 In addition, public education about these issues is of 
vital importance.  

Apart from the formal education system, TEMA is involved in several 
unprecedented projects with other target sectors, from the Turkish Military to 
the Department of Religious Affairs. TEMA is also the publisher of a series of 
books on a wide range of environmental issues, including a children’s 
section.52  
 
Islamic Groups and Environmental Problems 

The interest and involvement of religious groups in environmental 
debate, in the modern sense, had also emerged in the last two decades. The 
search for the “historical roots of ecological crisis” and the role of religion 
emerged in the late 1960s.53 As discussions on the environment clearly 
interested many people, Muslim thinkers, scholars, and writers began to 
write extensively on the subject.54  

Initially, one of the Islamists’ main arguments, similar to other 
critiques of modernity, was to see environmental degradation as a result of a 
modernist-secular culture which had destroyed the sacred dimension of 
natural world. If, they argue, the traditional Islamic worldview could be 



 

13 

implemented by Muslims, the extent of environmental degradation would be 
less, at least, than it is at present. They agree with S.H. Nasr on that “signs 
of environmental crisis in nearly every county, from the air pollution of Cairo 
and Tehran to the erosion of the hills of Yemen to deforestation of many 
areas of Malaysia and Bangladesh.”55 However, only one who “studies the 
situation superficially can blame Islamic view of nature for this degradation”-
-in fact, as Nasr argues, “the modern West thrust the environmental crisis 
upon the whole of mankind.”56 Therefore, Nasr’s influence on Muslim 
environmentalists was evident in the case of Turkey. Meanwhile, other 
Muslim scholars attempted to understand the legacy of Muslim civilization 
with a “green lens” and then to develop an environmental ethic based on 
Islamic value system.57 

Unfortunately, the religious discourse on environmentalism in Turkey 
has not yet produced any genuine environmental institutions and groups. 
However, Muslims and Islam are not the only ones to blame. There are some 
other reasons which deserve attention. The first is a rigid state-society 
polarization inherited from the Ottoman Empire.58 The legacy of this is, as 
Ergun Özbudun puts it, “the institutionalized political system in Turkey; that 
is, a system that sees the citizens just as voters and expects them not to get 
involved in the affairs of the state.”59 Another problem is the secular 
structure of state, which does not tolerate any organized civil activity for 
religious groups. In fact, the secular establishment has always been 
suspicious of any form of religiosity and religion-based activity.60 The Turkish 
version of “modernity” considers “every tradition as a barrier against 
development; every community is perceived as a potential threat to 
annihilate the Republic…” thus, “Turkish modernity visualizes its individuals 
abstracted from tradition and demands them to feel and behave 
accordingly.” Because of this understanding, “Turkish modernity perceives 
every formation apart from the center as an enemy.”61 

Muslim environmentalists, therefore, have so far confined their 
attention to the publication and dissemination of scholarly and popular works 
on environmental awareness. They have also organized many national and 
international conferences, panels, workshops, and symposia.62 For example, 
a considerable number of academic and popular Islamic journals have 
devoted special issues to environmental problems; discussing them in detail 
and raising public awareness through the media.63 The Presidency of 
Religious Affairs has published several books on the environment, and also 
organized a number of educational and training courses in cooperation with 
the Ministry of Environment and TEMA to educate its staff, especially imams 
(religious leaders), regarding the nature and challenge of contemporary 
environmental problems. 

Another interesting point is the contributions and activities of 
politicians who belong to so-called Islamic political parties, especially the 
mayors of some major cities such as Istanbul and Ankara. When the 
Islamically-oriented Virtue Party, which was later banned,64 won the majority 
of votes (21 per cent) in 1995, their “record for clean, efficient government 
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at the local level was a major factor in its strong showing in the December 
1995 elections.”65 The mayors, especially those of Istanbul and Ankara, were 
regarded as having been very successful. When they gave priority to 
environmental issues, the militantly secularist political circles rebuked them 
and even accused them of hiding their true agenda and face behind the veil 
of environmentalism.66 However, according to a recent study, “the fears of a 
growing radical Islamic presence in Turkey’s politics are unfounded—and…the 
warnings are mostly sounded by the country’s old elite, which is trying to 
label Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, chairman of the Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) and present Prime Minister of Turkey, as a religious fundamentalist, 
who is exploiting his impoverished and Islamic origins.”67 When they used 
the color green in their environmental campaigns, the secular media and 
elites labeled these mayors as reactionaries. They argued that green is the 
symbol of Muslim civilization and the politicians were thus using the 
environment for their own agenda. What is interesting, however, is that the 
public, believing in the sincerity of the politicians, elected them to second 
terms.68  

Today the major cities of Istanbul and Ankara are greener and cleaner 
than ever. Many local environmental problems have been alleviated and 
millions of trees planted. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s achievements as mayor of 
Istanbul included improving water distribution and planting nearly one million 
trees.69 In addition, the municipality of Greater Istanbul published a number 
of scholarly and popular books to help raise environmental awareness among 
the general public.70 They also invited some well-known environmental 
activist and thinkers, such as Rudolf Bahro, a leading German 
environmentalist, to give talks and attend workshops in Istanbul in 1996-
1997 under the banner “From East and West.” 
 
Conclusion 

Turkey, like other developing countries, has been experiencing a 
variety of environmental problems as a result of development and 
modernization. However, since the early 1970s there has been a growing 
environmental awareness which mushroomed in the form of environmental 
NGOs in the 1980s and 1990s. In fact, this was a new phenomenon in a 
nation-state where all public spheres had been filled by the state itself.  

Environmental problems caused Turks to organize and think for 
themselves, and to try to involve themselves in policy and decision-making 
processes. The result was the appearance of many new civil environmental 
groups, a green party, radical environmentalists, conservationists, and 
protestors. In a country where the unemployment rate is relatively high, the 
mass demonstration against new power plants and environmentally unsound 
technologies have been remarkable. 

Another interesting point is that the development of environmental 
awareness in modern Turkey has coincided with the development of 
democracy and human rights. When we look at the constitutions of early civil 
societies in the country, we see that they are all concerned with 
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environmental protection. Although, in its early phase and development, 
Turkish environmentalism was undeniably influenced by Western 
environmentalism, it has been trying to develop a local voice with 
international implications. This increasing localism can be seen in the case of 
the Bergama movement and the mass demonstrations for the preservation of 
parks in the capital. The Bergama movement, moreover, triggered many 
other local movements. One of its major achievements was to open the 
political arena to the experiences of women, who previously were excluded 
from public sphere, hence broadening the social base of democratic 
citizenship.  

Islamic groups in Turkey have become interested in environmental 
problems and have developed their own discourse, participating in debates 
on environmental crisis, its root causes and alternative approaches to the 
problem. Turkish Muslim environmentalists have thus been trying to develop 
an environmental awareness using religious and traditional resources.  

The unifying dimension of Turkish environmentalism is significant. 
Under mottos such as “One World” or “we are all in the same boat,” 
members of different freligious and cultural backgrounds have gathered on 
the same platform to work for the protection of the environment, joining 
their forces and energies for a better planet and brighter future. Accordingly, 
in Turkey we have seen secular, leftist, and religious environmental groups 
participate in mass demonstration for protection of environment. In other 
words, very different kinds of environmentalist groups have worked together 
for environmental protection and awareness. To sum up, we can say that 
environmental awareness has also led different groups to discover first their 
interdependence in regard to the natural world, and then to each other. In 
the process of working together for a better world and improved democratic 
rights, Turks have been discovering their potential as citizens. This new 
vision of citizenship can contribute to the development and consolidation of 
democratic culture in Turkish society. 



APPENDIX A  
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Environmental 
Protection 
Association of 
İskenderun 

1986 216 To implement activities to solve 
environmental problems, give 
information, create awareness 
and form public opinion in 
İskenderun and its environment. 

Association for 
Peace Against 
Nuclear 
Danger and 
Health 
Professional 
for the 
Environment 

1987 389 To enlighten and warn the public 
about nuclear war and all kinds 
of arming, at first,and all the 
agents and events harmful for 
health, life and environmentto 
human beings that threaten the 
future of humanity, to 
contribute to the protection of 
mankind, environment and 
world peace by conducting 
studies 

Association for 
Protection of 
Environment 
and 
Consumers 

1989 410 Work to prevent destruction of 
nature with a regard for 
ecological balances. Protect and 
defend consumers' rights. 

Association of 
Black Sea 
Environmental
ists for 
Natural 
Environmental 
Conservation 

1992 205 To contribute to the protection 
of the environment, nature and 
natural sources through direct 
or indirect education, research, 
projects and applications. 

Association of 
Friends of 
Ecology and 
the 
Environment 

1993 60 Protection and improvement of 
country's natural flora and 
fauna, and natural riches; use 
and protection of land and 
natural sources in best possible 
manner in inhabited and rural 
areas and avoiding all sorts of 
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pollution. 
Environmental 
Foundation of 
Turkey 

1978 12 To create public opinion on 
subjects related with 
environment; to organize 
conferences, seminars and to 
conduct research with this 
objective and within the 
framework of projects; to 
publish a book related with 
these activities. 

Environmental 
Volunteers 
Association 

1992 110 Evoke environmental awareness 
and provide information. 

Global 
Balance 
Association 

1995 13 To conduct research on Turkey's 
natural sources in accordance 
with the  principles of 
sustainable development, to 
maintain their protection and 
improvement, to introduce them 
locally and abroad; to assist in 
the formation of a sensetive and 
aware society. 

Greenpeace 
Environmental 
Association 

1986 7600 To preserve natural and cultural 
heritage, to endeavor for the 
formation of a relationship 
between man and environment. 

Society for the 
Conservation 
of Nature 

1975 12000 Contribute to protection of 
nature and natural sources and 
to the establisment of a future 
in harmony with nature. 

Bodrum 
Volunteers 
Society 

1989 72 To preserve antiquities, peace 
and culture; to protest the 
unorganized urbanization, 
destruction of forests, excessive 
boat traffic along the shore and 
illegal invasion of shores. 

The Research 
Association of 

1989 34 Research and training on 
determination of rural 
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Rural 
Environment 
and Forestry 

environmental problems, with 
special attention to forestration. 

S.O.S 
Environmental 
and Cultural 
Administration 
Cooperative of 
İstanbul 
Residents 

1991 200 To preserve and improve natural 
and cultural heritagen; to 
protect the ecological order 
which regulates quality of living; 
to organize and to cretae 
awareness among local people 
for protection of their 
environment; to provide 
scientific alternative solutions 
for their social and 
environmental problems; to 
formulate civil pressure groups 
in the sense of accelerating legal 
procedures and practices by 
mass demonstrations. 

Social Ecology 
Society of 
İstanbul 

1995 20 To provide a comprehensive 
approach to ecological and 
social problems and to organize 
activities. 

Foundation for 
the 
Conservation 
and Promotion 
of the 
Environmental 
and Cultural 
Heritage 

1990 50 To enrich and preserve the 
natural, historical and cultural 
heritage; to leave a better world 
for the future generations; to 
keep the air, water and the 
green clean. 

 
Source: Adapted from Çigdem Ademi, The Economic and Social 
History Foundation of Turkey, Non-Governmental Organizations Guide: 
Main Establishments, Istanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yayınları, 1996. 
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APPENDIX B  
STATISTICAL DATABASE OF NGOS ACCORDING TO THEIR PURPOSES 
 
Purpose of the NGO Number of 

NGOs 
% 

To construct a public 
institution 

14832 22.5 

Educative 14770 22.5 
Religious 13396 20.3 
Sports and Hunting 10092 15.3 
Solidarity and Cooperation 5518 8.4 
Environmental, beautification 
and development 

3532 5.4 

Cultural 1216 1.8 
Children 395 0.6 
Women 179 0.3 
 
Source: Adapted from Çigdem Ademi, Onde Gelen STK’lar, Aydın 
Gonel, 1998: 23. 
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relationships by way of interactions with constituents through trusted neighbors. She argues that Islamic 
political networks are based on cultural understandings of relationships, duties, and trust. She also 
illustrates how Islamic activists have sustained cohesion despite contradictory agendas and beliefs, and 
how civic organizations, through local relationships, have ensured the autonomy of these networks from 
the national political organizations in whose service they appear to act. See Jenny White, Islamist 
Mobilization In Turkey: A Study In Vernacular Politics, (University of Washington Press, 2002). 
69 From <backissues.worldlink.co.uk/articles/161198140511/18111998163726.htm>. 
(Italics added.) The former mayor of Istanbul and present Prime Minister of Turkey Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
is the most popular political leader of the country. On November 3, Turks voted overwhelmingly for his 
party. When he began an environmental campaign early in his career as the mayor of Istanbul, he was 
rebuked and criticized by secularists.  See Erdur, “Reappropriating the ‘Green’.” For the performance of 
the Islamist municipalities, see U. Akıncı, “The Welfare Party’s Municipal Track Record: Evaluating Islamist 
Municipal Activism in Turkey,” Middle East Journal 53/1 (Winter 1999): 75-94. 
70 They translated into Turkish, for example, a series of books on religions and the environment published 
by World Wildlife Fund, and distributed them for free. The first to be translated was İslam ve Ekoloji 
(Islam and Ecology) (İstanbul: İGDAŞ Yayınları, 1997). See also Mary Evelyn Tucker and John A. Grim, 
“Introduction: The Emerging Alliance Of World Religions And Ecology,” Dædalus (Fall 2001). 


