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Climate change is projected to be one of the 
biggest challenges of the century. In the recent 
years, temperatures are rising steadily, glaciers are 
melting, sea levels are rising and rainfall patterns are 
shifting in the whole world. Correspondingly, the 
number of climate related disasters increases each 
year, resulting in many casualties and economic 
losses. 

While climate change is a natural process, it occurs 
very slowly over thousands or millions of years. 
However, the scientists recently proved that the 
humankind is further accelerating this process due 
to economic activities and population growth. 
According to the WMO, “the five-year period 2015-
2019 is likely to be the warmest of any equivalent 
period on record globally, with a 1.1°C global 
temperature increase since the pre-industrial period 
and a 0.2°C increase compared to the previous five-
year period.”1 This increase is problematic because 
it shows that the current global climate actions are 
not enough to limit the global temperature increase 
to below 2°C above pre-industrial level by 2100 and 
most definitely not enough to limit it by 1.5°C. 

The fight against climate change is not something 
that could be done alone. It should be done by 
all parties involved: individuals, governments, 
businesses, civil society organisations, schools 
and such. The most critical actors, especially 
governments and businesses, already started to put 
some efforts in order to fight the climate change 
and adapt themselves to its adverse effects. Turkey 
is one of the countries that are most vulnerable 
to climate change, and thus it is very important 
for Turkey to implement highly ambitious climate 
policies. While Turkey has been participating in the 
international negotiations on climate change for 
decades, there have been some obstacles along 
the way, which could not be overcome. With the 
problems it faces, where will Turkey find itself on 
the newly-founded international climate regime? 
That is the most important question that needs to 
be answered. 

1.  The Evolution of Environmental 
Policies in Turkey

For decades, Turkey has been implementing several 
policies to ensure environmental protection. The 
first provisions on the protection of the environment 
took place in the Article 56 of the Constitution of 
1982 entitled “Health services and protection of the 
environment”. The article starting with the sentence 
which quotes “Everyone has the right to live in a 
healthy and balanced environment” and assigns 
the government and the citizens responsibility in 
the protection of environment and prevention of 
pollution. 

On the other hand, Environment Law No. 2872 
published on 9 August 1983 is known as the first 
environmental law entered into force in Turkey. 
Before the Environment Law, the provisions on the 
protection of the environment were generally put 
into practice by several ministries and institutions in 
accordance with their field of interests. 

The General Directorate of Environment, which was 
subsequently established on 8 June 1984, was put 
in charge of implementing the Environment Law. 
Since then, several regulations and directives have 
continued to enter in to force. 

In the decades to follow, the environmental 
legislation has undergone some evolutions in the 
light of the timely developments. The perspective of 
EU membership has been one of the most important 
elements, which helped Turkey reshape its 
environmental policies. The accession negotiations 
on the “Environment and Climate Change” chapter 
started on 21 December 2009. 

Within the context of the accession negotiations, 
Turkey has continued its efforts to harmonise its 
environmental legislation to the EU’s environmental 
acquis in the fields of air quality, water quality, 
environmental protection, waste management, 
industrial pollution, chemicals, noise and most 
importantly climate change. 
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2. Turkey in an Ever-Changing 
Climate Regime

Climate change poses a great challenge for the 
protection of the environment. Although climate has 
always been changing since the beginning of the 
time, this change usually occurred naturally and very 
slowly over thousands or millions of years. However, 
the Fifth Assessment Report published by IPCC in 
2014 has proven that it is humans who are causing 
further acceleration in the process.  According to 
the report, driven mostly by the economic and 
population growth in the last decades, anthropogenic 
greenhouse emissions are higher than ever, especially 
compared to the pre-industrial era. Due to human 
actions, the atmosphere and ocean has warmed, the 
amounts of snow and ice have also diminished, and 
sea level has risen more than ever. This, in turn, causes 
long-lasting changes in the environment, “increasing 
the likelihood of severe, pervasive and irreversible 
impacts for people and ecosystems”, as the report 
says. 2 

For all the reasons above, the fight against climate 
change has been a critical endeavour, although not 
observed enough by masses until lately. For several 
decades, Turkey has been taking a part in the global 
efforts to fight climate change and adapt to its effects. 
Turkey has been a party to the UNFCCC, which aims 
at stabilising greenhouse gas concentrations at a 
level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic 
interference with the climate system. 

2.1. The Impacts of the Climate Change in 
Turkey

As a country located in the Mediterranean Basin, 
Turkey is highly vulnerable to climate change. 
Turkey has already started to face a warming trend 
in temperatures above seasonal normals, floods 
caused by heavy rainfalls and the threat of water 
scarcity. 

The effects of climate change have been showing 
themselves in the last decade more frequently. It 
should be mentioned that the frequency of the 
extreme temperature and natural disasters has 
increased in Turkey in the last few years. The biggest 
disaster observed in Turkey took place in July 2017, 
when the buildings got damaged, streets flooded 
and the trees knocked down in Istanbul due to 
heavy rain, large hail, and strong winds. While at 
least 10 people got injured during the incident, it is 
stated that the incident cost Turkish economy more 
than 1 billion Turkish liras.3

Some analyses demonstrate that the number of 
extreme events has been increasing immensely in 
the last two decades. While the number of such 
events was recorded 598 in 2017; it has reached 
840 in 2018 and 829 in 2019. Heavy rain and floods 
(36%), windstorm (27%), hail (18%), lightning (7%), 
snow (8%) and landslide were the most hazardous 
extreme events recorded in 2019. As known, climate 
change is the main culprit when it comes to the 
emergence of extreme events and natural disasters.

Graphic 1: The Percentage of Extreme Events in 2019

Source: Turkish State Meteorological Service
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Like everywhere else in the world, Turkey has been 
experiencing extreme temperatures as well. This 
could be observed in most cities of Turkey in the 
month of November in 2019 as it was recorded as 
the second hottest November in the last 49 years 
after November 2010. According to the Turkish State 
Meteorological Service, the average temperature 
in November 2019 increased to 11.5°C, compared 
to the average normal temperature of 8.9°C. The 
region that got most affected by this increase was 
the Marmara Region, which hosts the majority 
of the country’s population. While the average 
temperature of the region in November was 
10.4°C for many years, the average temperature in 
November of 2019 was 15.1°C. This indicates that 
the average temperature in November 2019 was 
almost 5°C above the normal. The air quality has 
also gotten worse due to the extreme changes 

in the temperature; as it was cold in the morning 
and evening however hot throughout the day with 
weakened wind speed. The autumn temperature 
anomalies were stated to be exceptionally above 
normal with 1.9°C. 

Furthermore, 2020 was measured to be hotter 
than the average as well. The average annual 
temperature in Turkey in May 2020 rose to 17.6°C, 
while the average annual temperature was 
measured to be 16.7°C for a long time period. Thus, 
a new heat record was broken in 63 centres of 
Turkey. 4 However, Turkey was not the only country 
that got affected by the extreme heat. According to 
the Copernicus Climate Change Service, the world 
witnessed the hottest May in record, since May 
2020 was 0.63°C warmer than average May from 
1981-2010.5

As seen from Graphic 2, the average annual 
temperature in Turkey has been rising steadily in the 
last few decades. According to the data provided 
by the Turkish State Meteorological Service, 2018 is 
recorded as the second hottest year, following 2010. 
When comparing the average temperature of the 
period 1970-1979 to the period of 2010-2019, it can 
be seen there is a rise in the temperature by 1.9°C. 6

Average annual temperature in 2019 was 14.7°C, 
which is 1.2°C above 1981-2010 average. Hence, 
2019 was recorded as the fourth warmest year 
since 1971. Overall, most cities had above normal 
temperatures except two: Karabük and Bitlis. 
Moreover, all the seasonal temperatures were 
above the normal. Temperature anomalies in some 
Anatolian locations were greater than 2°C. 

Graphic 2: Average Annual Temperature in Turkey

Source: Turkish State Meteorological Service
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According to the Climate Change Projections for 
Turkey Project7, which puts forward two scenarios 
regarding climate change in Turkey, the average 
annual temperature is foreseen to increase by 1°C 
- 2°C in the period of 2016-2040; 1.5°C - 4°C in the 
period of 2041-2071 and 1.5°C - 5°C in the period 
of 2071-2100. 

Under some scenarios, it is foreseen that the rise 
in temperature will reach 3°C in winter and 8°C in 
summer in the last 30 years of the 21st century. On 
the other hand, rainfalls are foreseen to increase 
in the winter but decrease in all other seasons. It 
is also indicated that the rise in the temperature 
might lead to an increase in the number and 
severity of extreme events such as windstorm, hail 
and whirlwind. Nevertheless, this can be already 
observed in the last few decades. 

Climate change also puts pressure on the 
already limited water supplies along with factors 
such as population growth, agriculture and 
industrialisation. As a water-stressed country, it is 
foreseen that Turkey could face water scarcity in 
the near future. 

According to the figures provided by the Ministry 
of Environment and Urbanisation, the annual per 
capita water supply is 1,365 cubic meters (cbm) in 
Turkey. 

However, the negative impacts of climate change 
might drop this figure to 1,120 cbm in 2030 and 
increase drought in Turkey, and this might result 
in Turkey facing water scarcity.8 According to the 
Falkenmark Index, if the amount of renewable 
water in a country is below 1000 m3 that country 
is said to be experiencing “water scarcity”, while 
a country is called water-poor if it has renewable 
water below 500 m3. It should be noted that 1,000 
m3 of water per capita is considered as a minimum 
to sustain life and ensure agricultural production.9 
 
It is observed that the factors such as extreme 
temperatures and decreasing rainfalls and snow 
trigger drought. According to the Turkish State 
Meteorological Service’s assessment of drought 
in Turkey by means of Standardized Precipitation 
Index (SPI) method, there was a drought in varying 
intensities in Eastern Black Sea Region, northeast of 
Central Anatolia, north and east of Eastern Anatolia 
and Tekirdağ, Bursa, Yalova, Çanakkale, Kütahya, 
Uşak, Burdur, Bartın and Samsun in 2019. 

Graphic 3: Differences in Temperature from 1981 to 2010

Source: Turkish State Meteorological State
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As seen from Graphic 4, the frequency of 
meteorological droughts has been increasing the 
most in Mediterranean countries such as Turkey, 
Greece, Italy, and Spain in Europe. These countries 
are also threatened by the risk of further increasing 
drought in the future.  

Meteorological droughts are not the only challenges 
Turkey might have to face in the future, however. 
Climate change is projected to affect many regions 
in Turkey, most notably Mediterranean, Aegean, 
Black Sea and Western Anatolian regions. While 
the intensity of the scarcity of exceeding usage 
water is expected to be high in some provinces; 
the intensity of diminishing surface waters, floods, 
soil losses, forest fires and decreasing agricultural 
activity is projected to be medium. Agriculture, 
tourism, ecosystem services and biodiversity are 
some of the most susceptible sectors in the face of 
climate change.  

On the other hand, due to increased droughts, 
extreme heat and, decreased rainfalls, agriculture in 
Turkey is expected to be affected by climate change 
in the future. According to the “Climate Change and 
Agriculture” report published by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forestry,10 yield losses in 2030-2039 
are expected to be around 6-7% due to climate 

change, while they increase to 8-9% in 2040-2049.  
Moreover, in the case of global warming of 1.1-1.3°C, 
real GDP is foreseen decrease to by 1% in the first 
period (2030-2034), and 1.4% in the second period 
(2040+2049). A decreasing trend in the productivity 
of hazelnuts, apricots and grapes in the period of 
2021-2050 is also expected.

Graphic 4: Trend in the Frequency of Meteorological Droughts from 1950 to 2015 in Europe

Source: EEA

Trend in the frequency of 
meteorological droughts from 
1950 to 2015

events / decade2

+1.3

-1.3

Significance of trends
Outside coverage

0

Reference data: ©ESRI



11

WHERE DOES TURKEY STAND ON THE INTERNATIONAL CLIMATE REGIME?

Table 1: The Impacts of Climate Change and Susceptible Sector/Regions in Turkey

Source: Turkey’s National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy and Action Plan

Impacts Intensity Susceptible Regions Susceptible Sectors and Themes

Change in river basin 
regimes

Low All regions
Ecosystem services and 

biodiversity 

Diminishing surface 
waters

Medium West Anatolian Regions
Agriculture, water distribution 

infrastructure

Scarcity of exceeding 
usage water

High
Istanbul, Ankara, Aydın, 

Nevşehir, Bursa
Urban areas

Medium
Afyon, İzmir, Kayseri, 

Muğla, Manisa
Agriculture, industry, energy

Floods Medium
Black Sea and South-

eastern Anatolian Regions
The survival of the agricultural 

farmer, human health

Soil loss / salinity Low
Mediterranean, Black Sea 

and Aegean Regions
Tourism, ecosystem services, 
biodiversity, marine products

Soil loss / loss of quality 
of soil

Medium South-western Anatolia
The survival of the agricultural 
farmer, human health, shallow 

lakes and wetlands

Coastal Erosion Low Black Sea Region Fishing, unemployment 

Degradation of marine 
ecosystems

Low
Black Sea Region, 

Mediterranean and 
Aegean Regions

Ecosystem services and 
biodiversity

Forest fires Medium Western Anatolia Tourism, agriculture

Migration of species to 
other areas in order to 

survive
Low Mediterranean region Tourism, agriculture, food security

Decreasing agricultural 
productivity

Medium
Mediterranean and 

Aegean coastal areas
Agriculture (employment), food 

security

Lowering Hydro-Energetic 
potential

Low Mediterranean region Energy, industry

Lowering production of 
sea products

Low Mediterranean region
Agriculture, food security, water 

distribution networks

2.2. Emissions

Since it is a newly industrialised country, the 
greenhouse gas emissions have been increasing 
steadily in the last few decades in Turkey. According 
to TURKSTAT data11, greenhouse gas emissions have 
increased 137.5% in 2018 (219.4 Mt), compared 
to 1990 levels (520.9 Mt). While greenhouse gas 
emissions per capita was calculated as 4 tonne CO2 

equivalent in 1990, this number has increased to 6.4 
tonne CO2 equivalent in 2018. 

Looking at the sectoral distributions of greenhouse 
gas emissions in Turkey, energy comes first (373.1 
Mt), followed by industrial processes and product 
use (65.2 Mt), agriculture (64.9 Mt) and finally 
waste (17.8 Mt). This demonstrates the fact that 
the energy sector alone makes up about 71.6% of 
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Moreover, the energy sector also had the largest 
share in CO2 emissions. In 2018, 85.8% of total CO2 
emissions originated from the energy sector; while 
energy and heating were responsible for 35.5% of 
it. Additionally, 13.9% of CO2 emissions resulted 
from industrial processes and product use and 
0.3% resulted from agriculture and waste. 

On the other hand, 63.1% of CH4 emissions 
resulted from agriculture, 20.3% from waste, 16.6% 
from energy and 0.03% from industrial processes 
and product use; while 70.1% of N20 emissions 
resulted from agriculture, 15.7% of waste, 9.5% 
of energy and 4.7% of industrial processes and 
product use.

Table 2: Greenhouse Gas Emissions by Gases

1990 2000 2010 2015 2016 2017 2018

Change 
in 1990-

2018 
(%)

Change 
in 2017-

2018 
(%)

Total 
Emissions 219.4 298.8 398.9 472.6 497.7 523.8 520.9 137.5 -0.5

CO2 151.5 229.8 314.4 381.3 401.2 425.3 419.2 176.7 -1.4

CH4 42.4 42.6 51.3 51.4 53.9 54.2 57.6 35.8 6.2

N2O 24.8 24.7 29.6 35 37.4 38.8 38.9 56.8 0.2

F-gases 0.6 0.7 3.6 4.9 5.2 5.4 5.2 739.1 -1.9

Million tonne CO2 equivalent

Source: TURKSTAT

all greenhouse gas emissions. This sector mainly 
includes transportation, electricity and heat, 
construction, manufacturing, and fuel combustion 
etc. On the other hand, while industrial processes 
and product use roughly makes up about 12.5%, 

waste makes up approximately 3.4% of greenhouse 
gas emissions. A similar trend could be seen in the 
world as well; since the energy sector is responsible 
for 73% of global greenhouse gas emissions, while 
agriculture is responsible for 12% and waste 3.4%.12  

Graphic 5: The share of GHG emissions by sector in 2018

Source: TURKSTAT  

Energy

Industrial processes and 
product use

Agriculture

Waste
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While emissions have increased further since 
1990, a decline in total emissions (including CO2, 
CH4 and F-gases) could be observed from 2017 to 
2018. Overall, it can be seen that all greenhouse 
gases have increased considerably with F-gases 
coming first, followed by CO2. The significantly high 
increase of F-gases is especially alarming, taking 
into consideration they have increased by 739.1% 
since 1990. It is quite alarming because, although 
F-gases are not present in the atmosphere as much 
as other gases, they produce a global warming 
effect up to 23,000 times greater than CO2. The 
F- gases are usually used as substitutes for ozone-
depleting substances, since they do not harm the 
atmospheric ozone layer. They are utilised by several 
sectors and applications. While some types of them 
are used in electronics sector and cosmetic and 
pharmaceutical industry, some are used for heating 
and air-conditioning purposes, or as blowing 
agents for foams and as an insulating gas.  Because 
of its adverse effects on environment, more climate 
friendly alternatives should be created rapidly.13

3. Implementation of the Current 
Climate Policies

In order to fight against climate change and 
integrate climate change-related objectives into its 
development policies, Turkey firstly published the 
Climate Change Strategy, which set forth climate 
actions to be realised in short, middle and long-
term within the timetable of 2010-2023. 

After a short while, Turkey has also released the 
Climate Change Action Plan and National Climate 
Change Adaptation Strategy and Action Plan 
for the period of 2011-2023. While the Climate 
Change Action Plan set forth some climate 
actions in several action areas such as buildings, 
transport, industry, waste, land use and forestry 
and adaptation to climate change; National Climate 
Change Adaptation Strategy and Action Plan 
aims at defining objectives for water resources 
management, agriculture sector and food security, 
ecosystem services, biological diversity and forestry, 
natural disaster risk management, public health and 
crosscutting issues in adaptation.

Turkey also released its Seventh National 
Communication, which was prepared in line with 
its liabilities under UNFCCC. This communication 
put forward Turkey’s current policies and actions 
to fight against climate change, and it underlined 
its commitment to the Paris Agreement. It also 
disclosed that the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanisation is in the works to prepare the “2018-
2022 Strategy Document”, while attaching great 
importance to responding to climate change. Since 
approximately 83% of the Turkish population lives in 
30 metropolitan municipalities, one of the primary 
targets was determined as preparing Local Climate 
Change Action Plans. 

Though Local Climate Change Action Plans have 
not been released yet; Black Sea Climate Action Plan 
has been released in July 2019 as the first of the 
seven regional climate change action plans, which 
are expected to be presented in due time.14 Black 
Sea Region was prioritised since (I) the sea water 
temperature has risen to a record level in the last 40 
years, (II) rainfalls have increased correspondingly, 
(III) the risk of disaster has increased due to the 
bumpy structure of the region and (IV) there were 
many casualties resulting from aforementioned 
developments. It could be said that the recent flood 
and landslide disasters which cost many lives in 
Eastern Black Sea cities such as Trabzon, Rize and 
recently Giresun were the main reason why Black 
Sea Region was prioritised. Some of the 15 actions 
are:
•	 Relocating the population who resides in risky 

regions, especially the ones close to stream 
beds, in accordance with the climate change 
parameters, 

•	 The extermination of the bridges which 
completed their lives or have insufficient 
section width,

•	 Increasing the capacity of the culverts in the 
sections of the Black Sea Coastal Road that 
prevent rainwater from reaching the sea,

•	 Creating water lines and tunnels on the Black 
Sea Coastal Road and at certain points of the 
infrastructure of the highways that are at risk, 
to allow the floods to be transmitted to the sea, 

•	 Making inspections at the facilities operating 
in the region, to avoid spoiling the natural 
structure of the riverbeds,

•	 Training local authorities on climate change 
and its impacts,
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Table 3: Climate Policy Rating Table

Source: Climate Action Tracker

Critically 
Insufficient

Highly 
Insufficient Insufficient 2°C 

Compatible

1.5°C Paris 
Agreement 
Compatible

Role Model

4°C + < 4°C < 3°C < 2°C < 1.5°C << 1.5°C
Argentina China Australia Bhutan Morocco

Russian 
Federation

Indonesia Brazil Costa Rica The Gambia

Saudi 
Arabia

Japan Canada Ethiopia

Turkey Singapore Chile India
USA South Africa EU Kenya

Ukraine South Korea Kazakhstan Philippines
Vietnam UAE Mexico

New Zealand
Norway

Peru
Switzerland

•	 Carrying out disaster risk analyses of critical 
infrastructure facilities such as drinking water, 
wastewater treatment and waste storage,

•	 Transforming rainwater and sewage waters into 
separate systems,

•	 Ensuring coordination with relevant institutions 
regarding early warning systems in terms of 
life and property safety in areas under natural 
disaster risk.

•	 Encouraging the use of energy efficient, 
climate sensitive and ecological local building 
materials in the construction of the region and 
supporting its extension etc.

According to the statement from Minister of 
Environment and Urbanisation Murat Kurum, the 
remaining regional action plans will be released in 
the following six months. Central Anatolia Climate 
Action Plan is expected to be published the next.15 
Minister Kurum also stated that Climate Change 
Departments will be established within the provinces 
and the districts of Turkey.  However, Turkey’s 
existing climate policies are found to be “insufficient” 
by many organisations. According to the Climate 
Action Tracker,16 Turkey’s climate performance ranks 

at the bottom with other G20 countries such as 
the USA, Russian Federation, Argentina, and Saudi 
Arabia and the non-G20 countries such as Ukraine 
and Vietnam. The table indicates that Turkey’s INDC 
is “critically insufficient” and that if all countries were 
to adopt a similar commitment, global warming 
would exceed 4°C. It demonstrates that Turkey’s 
INDC is not enough to limit global warming below 
2°C as required by the Paris Agreement.  This, along 
with the Emissions Gap Report 2019, implicates a 
rather weak target since Turkey’s emissions are likely 
to increase substantially under its current policies. 
Hence, the calls for improvement in climate policies 
are continued relentlessly by several actors. 
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4. Turkey’s International Climate 
Efforts

Turkey has participated in several international 
negotiations for climate change in the last decades. 
While its position in UNFCCC has been serving as an 
obstacle to undertake further efforts, Turkey is not 
one of the climate change deniers and continues to 

support the fight against climate change. However, it 
should be noted that Turkey’s emissions have grown 
faster than any other Annex I countries. Turkey is the 
14th biggest emitter in the G2017, with the share of 
1.2% in global greenhouse gas emissions; while it is 
the 16th biggest emitter in the whole world18. For 
this reason, Turkey should be undertaking more 
comprehensive policies and acting together with 
other countries at the international stage.

Table 4: Biggest Emitters in the G20 

Source: UNEP Emission Gap Report 2019

Country Share in global GHG emissions in 2017 excluding 
LULUCF and including LULUCF (in brackets)

China 28.9% (25%)

USA 13.1% (12.5%)

EU-28 9.0% (7.9%)

India 7.0% (7.1%)

Russia 4.6% (4.3%)

Japan 3.0% (2.9%)

Brazil 2.3% (2.9%)

Indonesia 1.7% (4.9%)

Canada 1.6% (1.8%)

Republic of Korea 1.6% (1.3%)

Mexico 1.5% (1.5%)

Saudi Arabia 1.5% (1.4%)

Australia 1.2% (1.1%)

Turkey 1.2% (1.0%)

South Africa 1.1% (1.1%)

Argentina 0.8% (0.9%)

4.1. Turkey’s Position on Significant Climate 
Agreements 

4.1.1. Kyoto Protocol

On 11 December 1997, the Kyoto Protocol was 
adopted at the third Conference of the Parties to 
the UNFCCC (COP3), following the negotiations 
initiated by the member countries of the UNFCCC, 
to encumber countries to reduce their greenhouse 
gas emissions below levels specified for each of 
them. The protocol required developed countries to 
reduce their greenhouse gas emissions below levels 

specified by them. It also required that these targets 
would be met within a five-year time frame between 
2008 and 2012 and would reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by at least 5% compared with 1990 levels 
in total. However, the Protocol meant to stabilise 
greenhouse gas emissions through non-binding 
commitments.

As known, Turkey was not among the first countries 
which have ratified the Protocol. It was because 
Turkey, as a member of OECD, was included in both 
Annex I and Annex II of the UNFCCC together with 
the developed countries when it was adopted in 
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1992. According to Annex I, Turkey had to make a 
commitment to reduce its emissions unconditionally; 
and had to provide financing and technology transfer 
to the developing countries according to Annex II. 
However, claiming to be a “developing country”, Turkey 
objected to the obligations developed countries had 
to meet according to the Convention. For this reason, 
Turkey continued to negotiate in order to have its 
name removed from both Annex I and Annex II for 
years, however this request was denied every time. 
Turkey, deciding to try another strategy, claimed to be 
in the early industrialisation phase and proposed to 
be removed from only Annex II, under the “common 
but differentiated responsibility” principle at the COP6 
in 2000.  This request was accepted at COP7 held in 
Marrakech in 2001, when Turkey was finally removed 
from Annex II. Turkey became a party to the UNFCCC 
as the 189th member on 24 May 2004, in a position 
different from other Annex I countries. 

Turkey could only become a party to the Kyoto 
Protocol on 26 August 2009, however not taking a part 
in the Annex B of the Protocol, it did not undertake any 
emission reduction commitments.19

4.1.2. Paris Agreement

The COP21, realised in Paris on 30 November- 12 
December 2015, turned out to be a milestone for the 
fight against climate change. It was the conference in 
which the landmark agreement for climate change, 
Paris Agreement, was opened for signature among 
the leaders of more than 170 countries.  The main 
purpose of the Agreement was to limit the global 
temperature increase to below 2°C above pre-
industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the 
temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels by 2100. The agreement encumbers its parties 
“common but differentiated responsibilities”: while 
developed countries must lead the way in terms of 
absolute greenhouse gas emission reduction and 
should financially assist the most vulnerable countries, 
developing countries are expected to enhance their 
reduction efforts depending on their circumstances. 

The agreement also aims to provide a solid 
transparency framework in order to enhance the 
transparency of the actions taken and assess the 
global collective efforts every 5 years. Hence, it would 
be easier to achieve the Paris Agreement goals.20

Turkey is also one of the signatories of the Paris 
Agreement. According to its INDC, Turkey has pledged 
up to 21% reduction in its greenhouse gas emissions 
from the Business as Usual level by 2030.21 

Graphic 6: Turkey’s INDC Submission

Source: UNFCCC
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As it can be seen in Graphic 6, Turkey basically 
pledges to reduce the increase in its greenhouse 
gas emissions, compared to the business-as-usual 
scenario, which suggests a very weak ambition. In 
fact, Turkey’s INDC has been severely criticised by 
many for lacking ambition. According to Climate 
Action Tracker, Turkey’s INDC is “critically insufficient”, 
as it is not consistent with Paris Agreement’s goal 
of holding global warming to below 2°C.  It is 
also important to mention that if all governments 
put forward commitments in the same range as 
Turkey’s, it is expected that global warming would 
exceed 4°C.22 On the other hand, the other countries 
that also seem to have critically insufficient INDCs 
are listed as Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, US, 
Ukraine and Vietnam. According to the Emissions 
Gap Report 2019, Turkey is expected to not only 
meet its unconditional INDC targets with current 
policies but is also projected to be more than 15% 
lower than its INDC target emission levels. However, 
the report suggests that Turkey’s INDC might be a 
rather weak target. For this reason, it has a room for 
improvement. 

While Turkey has been one of the initial signatories 
to the Paris Agreement, it has still not ratified the 
Agreement to date.  The reason behind Turkey’s 
reluctance to ratify the Agreement is the same 
problem Turkey has been facing for decades: 
its position in the UNFCCC. Turkey was indeed 
removed from Annex II, which obliged it to “provide 
financing and technology transfer to the developing 
countries” however; it has still not been removed 
from Annex I. This means that Turkey will not be 
able to benefit from the main financial mechanism 
GEF, as it will expire once the Paris Agreement enters 
into force in November 2020. Moreover, its position 
in the UNFCCC will hinder it from accessing the 
new financial mechanism Green Climate Fund as 
well. Turkey, reflecting the situation it is in at the 
Conference of the Parties for years, has been voicing 
the fact that as a “developing country” it still needs 
financing and incentives to realise higher ambitions. 
Turkey’s request to have its name removed from 
Annex I and access Green Climate Fund has been 
refused repeatedly on the other side. The main 
reason for it is because the other developing 
countries refuse to waive their share of the financial 
mechanism with Turkey, arguing that Turkey already 
benefits from EU funds and has a young population. 

With negotiations coming to a dead end, it does not 
seem that Turkey is going to ratify the Agreement 
in the immediate future. However, once the Paris 
Agreement enters into force, Turkey’s status will be 
reduced to “observer” at the next COPs and thus 
it will not be able to participate in any decision-
making mechanism in the status quo. This situation 
might put Turkey in a bad position in the long run, 
especially when a decision is taken which concerns 
Turkey as well. It is also important to mention that 
there are only seven countries which have not yet 
ratified the Agreement: Angola, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, 
Libya, South Sudan, and Yemen aside from Turkey; 
which means Turkey will not be a part of a big 
crowd which would be able to support its case. On 
the other hand, US President Donald Trump has also 
notified the UNFCCC of his intention to withdraw 
the US from the Paris Agreement. This would mean 
that, if the US indeed officially withdraws from the 
Agreement, there would be only nine countries out 
of the newly founded climate regime. This would 
overall mean that Turkey, along with these eight 
countries, would be kept out of the new climate 
regime.  This would in turn lead to the exclusion of 
Turkey when it matters the most. 

On the other side of the coin, this does not mean 
that Turkey quit the game. Negotiations for the 
removal of its name from the Annex I list continue 
without a conclusion however; Turkey recognises 
climate change as a threat and remains committed 
to the Paris Agreement unlike countries ruled by 
climate deniers such as the US and Brazil.  Minister 
of Environment Kurum also underlined Turkey’s 
commitment in the COP25, by saying “This is a long-
term process, but no matter how the negotiations 
are concluded, we will continue to stand on the 
side of the world which is concerned with climate 
change”.23 While this is a positive development, 
Turkey has a long way to go. Since the other 
developing countries do not look at Turkey 
accessing the Green Climate Fund favourably, 
Turkey should start to look for alternative ways to 
achieve an ambitious climate goal. UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres and COP25 President 
Carolina Schmidt had said before that they would 
help Turkey at accessing other sources of finances 
in case the Green Climate Fund is unavailable for 
Turkey.24 In the meantime, Turkey can also benefit 
from the IPA funds, especially considering that 
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climate change is expected to be a priority for IPA 
III funds. Furthermore, the EBRD, European banks 
and most international organisations are also in the 
middle of a transition into a green economy and will 
surely support more green projects in the future. For 
example, the EIB is also fully committed to become 
a Climate Bank in the near future. It is expected that 
the EIB will end financing fossil fuel energy projects 
from the end of 2021 and invest 1 trillion euros 
for climate action in the decade to 2030.25 While 
Horizon 2020 already supports climate change 
related projects, these projects will also be an 
important element of the upcoming Horizon Europe 
programme. It can be said these organisations can 
create many opportunities for Turkey to put forward 
more ambitious climate actions.  If Turkey decides to 
stay outside of this newly founded climate regime 
despite all these opportunities, it will most likely 
face more challenges on the road ahead. Therefore, 
it is more advantageous for Turkey to ratify the 
Agreement and become a part of this global alliance 
as soon as possible. 

4.2. European Green Deal: A New Area for 
Cooperation with the EU

Turkey is not the only country that is affected by 
climate change. The impacts of climate change 
have been also showing themselves in Europe in 
the last year, especially in the summer of 2019, as 
most of the European countries such as Belgium, 
France, Italy, the Netherlands, the UK, Germany, 
Spain, Portugal have experienced the hottest June 
and July for the first time in 2019. Moreover, the 
possibility of the forthcoming summers in Europe 
being as hot as the one in June-July 2019 due to 
climate change has also been underlined by several 
scientists many times.26  

While climate change has not been a main priority 
for the EU until this point, the negative effects of 
climate change raised further awareness among 
the citizens of the EU. According to a public opinion 
survey from Ipsos MORI, published on 16 April 2018, 
77% of potential voters, mostly the youth, across 11 
EU Member States identified global warming as an 
important criterion when deciding who to vote for 
in the upcoming EP elections. These countries were 
listed as Austria, Belgium, Czechia, Denmark, France, 
Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain, and the Netherlands. 
The survey revealed that “environment protection 

and European leadership on climate action are also 
key issues for a large majority of potential voters 
across EU11“. 27

The EP elections revealed that the climate crisis 
has indeed become a voting criterion for voters. 
The Greens made big gains as they increased the 
number of seats in the Parliament by 24 compared 
to the 2014 elections, gaining 74 of 751 seats. 
The Greens also enjoyed success in one of the 
locomotive countries of the EU. The German Green 
Party became the second most preferred party of 
Germany and got closer to the voting percentage 
of the CDU, which is led by the German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel. 28

This situation could be observed especially in 
the elections of the President of the European 
Commission as well. While one of the candidates 
nominated by the majority party in Parliament 
(Spitzenkandidaten) was expected to be elected, 
the decision to nominate the former German 
Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen, who was 
never a candidate to begin with, created a shocking 
effect for everyone. 

In order to prove herself worthy of the job, Ursula 
von der Leyen had proposed six political guidelines 
to implement in her first 100 days, which would 
bring together the Europeans on common ideas 
and priorities. The first and foremost one was 
undoubtedly “A European Green Deal”. With the 
European Green Deal, von der Leyen aimed to make 
Europe the first climate-neutral continent in the 
world. To achieve this, von der Leyen pledged to put 
forward the first European Climate Law to ensure 
the 2050 climate-neutrality target into law, and to 
increase the ambitions for 2030. She also proposed 
to introduce Emissions Trading System to cover the 
maritime sector and reduce the free allowances 
allocated to the airlines, along with Carbon Border 
Tax to avoid carbon leakage. 

Ursula von der Leyen was elected the new 
Commission President, also with the support of The 
Greens and The Progressive Alliance of Socialists 
and Democrats, which expected more ambitious 
climate actions from the next Commission President. 
Particularly for this reason, von der Leyen was 
obliged to raise her ambitions even further. In the 
first 100 days of her term, von der Leyen presented 
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the European Green Deal and put forward European 
New Deal Investment Plan and Just Transition 
Mechanism accordingly. Furthermore, the Climate 
Pact was formed to give voice to regions, local 
communities, civil society, industry, and schools on 
green transformation. Most importantly, von der 
Leyen Commission proposed the first European 
Climate Law, which binds the EU to the goal of 
achieving climate-neutrality by 2050, in accordance 
with the Paris Agreement. While the Farm to Fork 
and Biodiversity Strategies were expected to be 
published next, the outbreak of COVID-19 caused a 
delay in the release. Nevertheless, these strategies 
were published by the Commission on 20 May 2020, 
and proved wrong the opinions stating that the EU 
will push aside the Green Deal and its components 
due to the COVID-19 crisis. In fact, it could be seen 
in the communication papers that the EU took a 
lesson from the COVID-19 crisis, and enriched both 
strategies accordingly. Acknowledging that the 
COVID-19 pandemic was a result of the degradation 
of biodiversity in the Biodiversity Strategy, the EU 
remarked the links between human health and the 
health of ecosystems.29 From Farm to Fork Strategy, 
on the other hand, pointed out the importance of 
a “robust and resilient food system” which would 
function under all kind of circumstances.30  

Moreover, it was declared following the Leaders’ 
Summit on 17-21 July 2020 that “Climate action 
will be mainstreamed in policies and programmes 
financed under the MFF and NGEU”. Thereby, it is 
determined that an overall climate target of 30% 
will apply to the total amount of expenditure from 
the MFF and NGEU, in line with the objective of 
EU climate neutrality by 2050. All EU expenditure 
is expected to be consistent with Paris Agreement 
objectives. 

It is also expected that the Commission will be 
putting forward in the first semester of 2021 
proposals on a carbon border adjustment 
mechanism at the latest by 1 January 2023, to 
make up additional own resources for the 2021-
2027 EU long term budget. 31 

The European Commission also put forward revised 
guidelines on the EU ETS, which is the world’s 
biggest carbon market.32 The revised guidelines 
will focus on the 10 sectors and 20 sub-sectors 

most at risk of carbon leakage due to international 
trade and high indirect emission costs. According 
to these guidelines, a stable compensation rate 
of 75% will be set in the new period, which is 
reduced from 85% compared to the previous 
ETS trading period. Compensation for non-
efficient technologies will be excluded and it will 
be conditional upon additional decarbonisation 
efforts by the companies concerned. The revised 
guidelines will enter into force on 1 January 2021 
and will be applicable for the period 2021-2030.

4.2.1. Current Climate Trends and Projections 
in the EU

According to the WRI, the EU is the 3rd biggest 
emitter in the world.33 The greenhouse gas 
emissions have been steadily decreasing in the EU, 
reaching its lowest level in 2018 since 1990. Total 
greenhouse gas emissions decreased by 23.2% and 
stood at 4.392 million tonnes of CO2 equivalent for 
the EU and the UK in 2018. When Brexit is taken 
into consideration, greenhouse gas emissions 
reduction since 1990 could be counted as 20.7%.  
On the other side, greenhouse gas emissions per 
capita were down in 2018 with 8.9 tonnes of CO2 
equivalent, much lower than 12.2 tonnes of CO2 
equivalent in 1990.  

Greenhouse gas emissions have also decreased 
in most sectors between 1990 and 2018, except 
for transportation. While agriculture, residential 
and commercial and waste management have 
all contributed to the decrease in emissions, the 
largest decrease occurred in energy supply and 
industry. 34
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Table 5: Total GHG emissions by country (incl. internal aviation, indirect CO2 and excl. LULUCF)
in 1990-2017 (Million tonnes of CO2 equivalents)

Source: EEA (online data code: env_air_gge)

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2017 Share in 
EU-28

EU-28 5722.9 5397.8 5287.2 5362.0 4912.5 4470.3 4483.1 100%
Belgium 147.9 157.6 154.5 148.9 137.1 121.6 119.4 2.7%
Bulgaria 102.6 75.5 59.8 64.5 61.1 62.2 62.1 1.4%
Czechia 199.8 158.7 151.1 149.5 141.7 129.5 130.5 2.9%
Denmark 72.1 80.1 73.2 68.8 65.5 50.8 50.8 1.1%
Germany 1263.2 1138.2 1064.7 1016.5 967 931.8 936 20.9%
Estonia 40.5 20.3 17.4 19.3 21.3 18.3 21.1 0.5%
Ireland 56.5 60.3 70.3 72 63.4 61.7 63.8 1.4%
Greece 105.6 111.8 128.9 138.9 121 98.2 98.8 2.2%
Spain 293.3 335.3 397.1 452.6 370.1 351.8 357.3 8.0%
France 556.6 553.8 567 570.7 528 477.3 487 10.8%
Croatia 32.4 23.2 26.1 30.3 28.4 24.6 25.5 0.6%
Italy 522.1 538.3 562.1 589.2 514.7 443.7 439 9.8%
GCASC 6.4 7.9 9.2 10.2 10.3 9.1 10 0.2%
Latvia 26.5 13 10.6 11.6 12.7 11.6 11.8 0.3%
Lithuania 48.6 22.5 19.6 23 20.9 20.5 20.7 0.5%
Luxembourg 13.1 10.7 10.6 14.3 13.4 11.6 11.8 0.3%
Hungary 94.2 75.9 73.9 76.2 65.7 61.3 64.5 1.4%
Malta 2.3 3 3.1 3.2 3.2 2.5 20.7 0.1%
Netherlands 226.4 239.3 229.8 225.8 224.1 207.5 205.8 4.6%
Austria 79.6 80.9 82.1 94.5 86.8 81 84.5 1.9%
Poland 475 445.7 396.3 404.3 413.1 392.3 416.3 9.3%
Portugal 60.8 70.8 84.3 88.1 71.7 71.1 74.6 1.7%
Romania 248.9 187.8 143.6 151.7 124.4 117.2 114.8 2.6%
Slovenia 18.7 18.8 19.1 20.6 19.7 16.9 17.5 0.4%
Slovakia 73.4 53.3 49.2 51.3 46.4 41.8 43.5 1.0%
Finland 72.3 72.8 71.3 71.2 77.4 57.2 57.5 1.3%
Sweden 72.7 74.7 70.4 68.6 66.4 55.7 55.5 1.2%
The UK 809.9 767.6 741.9 726.2 642.1 541.5 505.4 11.3%
Turkey 219.8 248.4 300.5 340.6 404.6 483.4 537.4 12.0%

Germany was the biggest emitter in EU-28 in 2017, 
followed by the UK, France, Italy, Poland, and Spain. 
On the other hand, greenhouse gas emissions were 
lowest in Malta, followed by Greek Administration 
of Southern Cyprus, Latvia, Luxembourg, and 
Slovenia. If we take Turkey into account, it can be 
seen that Turkey is the second biggest emitter with 
a share of 12% in the EU. While most EU Member 
States decreased their greenhouse gas emissions 
in the last three decades, Turkey’s greenhouse gas 

emissions more than doubled since 1990. 

The transition to a low carbon economy in 2050 
has been the EU’s ultimate target in its fight against 
climate change. Raising the climate ambitions 
higher had already been discussed by the EU 
institutions before however climate change had not 
been considered the most important priority. The 
EU had already declared its 2020, 2030 and 2050 
climate targets, albeit not very ambitious ones. 
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The EU is already on track to achieve its 2020 
climate and energy goals, which comprises 20% 
cut in greenhouse gas emissions compared to 1990 
levels, 20% EU energy from renewables and 20% 
improvement in energy efficiency. According to the 
EEA,35 the EU reduced its greenhouse gas emissions 
by 23.2% and the share of renewables increased to 
18% in 2018 compared to 1990 levels. 

The EEA estimated that final energy consumption in 
the EU went up in 2018, for the 4th consecutive year, 
by 0.1%. The final energy consumption increased 
the most in buildings by 8.3% in 2014-2017, 
followed by transport where the increase was 5.8%. 
In the meantime, the primary energy consumption 
decreased by 0.9% in 2018. Taking all these trends 
into consideration, the EEA warns that achieving 
the 2020 energy efficiency target seems to be 
increasingly difficult.  

On the other hand, the EU’s 2030 climate and 
energy goals are in question in the moment. The 
original 2030 key targets for the period from 2021-
2030 were determined as:
•	 At least 40% cuts in greenhouse gas emissions 

from 1990 levels,
•	 At least 32% share for renewable energy, 
•	 At least 32.5% improvement in energy 

efficiency. 

The EEA analysis also put forth that the Member 
States’ efforts are not yet in line with the target 
of 40% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. 
Accordingly, it is estimated that Member States’ 
current policies can only a 30% reduction by 2030 
and carrying out all reported planned policies could 
bring total reduction to 36%. While the analysis 
states that “the share of renewable energy is not 
yet increasing fast enough to reach the EU target”, 
EU Commissioner for Energy Kadri Simson asserted 
recently that 2030 renewable energy target is set 
to be surpassed by a small margin36. However, the 
2030 climate target is deemed to be insufficient in 
order to reduce the EU’s greenhouse gas emissions 
in line with the Paris Agreement targets. The von 
der Leyen Commission had stated that it will put 
forward an impact assessment plan to “increase 
the EU’s greenhouse gas emission reductions 
target for 2030 to at least 50% and towards 55% 
compared with 1990 levels in a responsible way”, 

in the European Green Deal. According to a study 
carried out by Agora Energiewende, an economy-
wide 55% reduction target is “technically and 
economically feasible to implement”, given that 
further measures are taken domestically and EU-
wide37. However, the European Parliament calls for 
even higher ambitions for the 2030 target. On 28 
May 2020, Parliament’s Committee on Environment, 
Public Health and Food Safety discussed a proposal 
by Swedish MEP Jytte Guteland on the EU’s updated 
climate target for 2030.38 Referring to the Emissions 
Gap Report 2019, which highlighted the fact that 
the global emissions must be reduced by 7.6% 
annually to meet the 1.5°C target; the MEP stated 
that the EU should be reducing CO2 emissions by 
65% in order to achieve the target. However, there 
is no consensus reached on the issue yet. While the 
leftist parties welcome this ambition, conservatives 
mostly favour 50% reduction. 

Amidst the discussions on the issue, European 
Commission President von der Leyen announced 
during her speech at the State of the Union 2020 
that the 2030 climate target will be raised to at least 
55% compared to 1990 levels.39 To catch up with 
the new target, the Commission will revise all of 
the EU’s climate and energy legislation accordingly. 
For this, the EU will have to further increase energy 
efficiency and the share of renewable energy.

The European Commission raised its ambitions in 
accordance with its impact assessment report “An 
EU-wide assessment of National Energy and Climate 
Plans”. 40 This assessment demonstrates a different 
scenario than the EEA analysis. According to the 
assessment carried out by the Commission, the 
share of renewable energy could reach 33.1-33.7% 
in 2030 under existing and planned measures and 
exceed the 2030 renewables target. 

Energy efficiency would result in 29.7% for primary 
energy consumption and 29.4% for final energy 
consumption. These reductions fall short on the 
target of 32.5% reduction by 2.8% for primary 
energy consumption and 3.1% for final energy 
consumption. Since the existing measures seem 
to be insufficient for the achievement of the 2030 
energy efficiency target, the Commission aspires to 
review and revise the Energy Efficiency Directive, 
and the specific targeted provisions of the Energy 
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Performance of Buildings Directive, if needed. It is 
also important to mention that final and primary 
energy consumption must be reduced by 39-
41% and 36-37% respectively to achieve the 55% 
greenhouse gas emissions reduction target. 

Most importantly, the assessment demonstrates 
that the emissions reduce by 41% below 1990 
under existing and planned measures and that the 
EU would be able to exceed its 40% reduction target 
by a small margin. 

On the other hand, the Committee on Environment, 
Public Health and Food Safety of the European 
Parliament adopted an amendment on the EU 
climate law on 8 October 2020. The MEPs called 
for emissions to be reduced by 60%, instead of the 
Commission’s 55% emission reduction target.41 

While this indicates a reduction in the European 
Parliament’s previous calls for 65% emission 
reduction target, it still suggests a more ambition 
than the Commission’s updated target. 

4.2.2. Implications of the European Green 
Deal for Turkey

With the European Green Deal and its components 
in the picture, Turkey should now take steps to 
comply with the transition into a green economy. 
As mentioned before, Turkey was one of the biggest 
emitters in the EU in 2017, though it has much lower 
greenhouse gas emissions per capita. As a relatively 
newly industrialised country, Turkey’s greenhouse 
gas emission trend has gotten higher since 1990, 
in contrast to the decreasing trend of the EU. This 
might be a problematic issue in the future, since the 
EU aims to transform and restructure its economy in 
the pursuit of a green economy. 

Turkey, as an accession country, should take heed 
of the European Green Deal, which is expected to 
shape the EU’s not only internal but also external 
politics. But in which way does it concern Turkey, an 
EU candidate country that is also in a customs union 
with the EU?

The EU’s transition concerns Turkey in two 
dimensions: firstly because Turkey is an accession 
country which aims to be a part of the Union and 
secondly because the EU is the main trading partner 
to Turkey with which it partakes in the Turkey-EU 
Customs Union. 

When we think of the first dimension, we must 
remind ourselves that Turkey is obliged to carry 
out some reforms on the road to membership. 
According to the 2019 Turkey Report,42 Turkey has 
some level of preparation in the Environment and 
Climate Change acquis. In regard to climate change, 
the report asserts that “more ambitious and better 
coordinated environment and climate policies need 
to be established and implemented”. It also states 
that Turkey has yet to formulate a national strategy 
consistent with the EU 2030 climate and energy 
framework and mainstreaming of climate action 
into other sector policies remains to be weak. It 
is also remarked that Turkey’s existing national 
strategy and action plan only partially addresses 
climate change mitigation and only for the short-
term. Moreover, the fact that Turkey has still not 
ratified the Paris Agreement is particularly stressed 
upon. While the EU is aiming for climate-neutral 
2050 and accordingly considers updating its 2030 
climate target; Turkey still has a weak target for 
2030 and has no target at all for 2050. The report 
also mentions that Turkey should be aligning its 
legislation with the Emission Trading Directive and 
the EU’s economy-wide greenhouse gas monitoring 
mechanism. The need to establish an alignment 
plan for the Carbon Capture and Storage Directive 
and to initiate alignment on emissions standards for 
new cars is also touched upon.

By adopting a strong “green deal diplomacy”, the 
EU will focus on convincing and supporting other 
regions and countries to adopt their share of 
promoting more sustainable development. The EU 
will also put an emphasis to the ecological transition 
of its immediate neighbourhood. According to the 
Commission, work is underway on a green agenda 
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for the Western Balkans. It is disappointing to 
see that Turkey was not included in this initiation 
however, there is still a chance Turkey might have its 
green agenda sometime soon. 

When it comes to the second dimension, it should 
be underlined that the EU is Turkey’s largest 
export partner by far and it is the largest source of 
investments. Turkey is also quite integrated with 
the EU economy, thanks to the Turkey-EU Customs 
Union, which covers industrial products and 
processed agricultural products. While the Customs 
Union has been quite beneficial in accelerating the 
trade between the two parties; the problems arising 
from its asymmetric structure and limited scope 
(the fact that it does not cover services, public 
procurement, and agriculture) revealed the need for 
its modernisation. However, the political problems 
between Turkey and the EU obstructed the 
modernisation of the Customs Union. Nevertheless, 
the calls for the modernisation of the Customs 
Union from Turkey have not ceased yet. Before that 
happens, Turkey must implement some reforms in 
the Environment and Climate Change chapter of 
the EU acquis. As known, Turkey-EU Customs Union 
does not have any provisions for the protection of 
the environment. However, all EU FTAs now include 
a TSD chapter, which seeks to ensure that the EU’s 
partners follow international requirements for 
sustainable development. 

While the TSD chapter is already a significant 
component of the existing FTAs, it is expected that 
it will play an even bigger role in the near future, 
since the European Green Deal remarks that “trade 
policy can support the EU’s ecological transition”.43 

Accordingly, it is stated that the Commission will be 
exerting more effort to make sure the provisions 
in the TSD chapter of the EU trade agreements 
will be implemented, and this will be ensured by 
the appointment of a Chief Trade Enforcement 
Officer. In fact, the EU has already appointed Denis 
Redonnet on 24 July 2020 as the first Chief Trade 
Enforcement Officer, who will also function as the 
Deputy Director-General in the Directorate-General 
for Trade.44

The most recent trade agreements of the EU all 
include a binding commitment of the Parties to ratify 
and effectively implement the Paris Agreement. 
Furthermore, the Commission is planning to make 

the Paris Agreement an essential element for all 
future comprehensive trade agreements. Before, 
the French President Emmanuel Macron had even 
said that France will not sign any trade agreements 
with countries which do not comply with the Paris 
Agreement.45 Therefore, Turkey should ratify and 
implement the Paris Agreement if the modernisation 
of the Customs Union is its ultimate goal. Even just 
ratifying the Agreement but not updating might 
become a problem in the future. 

Turkey aims to extend the scope of the Customs 
Union to services, public procurement, and 
agriculture. According to the European Green Deal, 
the EU’s trade policy opens to the door for trade 
and investment in green goods and services while 
promoting climate-friendly public procurement. 
Industrial value chains, especially energy-intensive 
sectors, will play a great role by reducing their 
carbon footprints. They will also speed up the 
green transition by providing affordable, clean 
technology solutions and by developing new 
business models.46 Regarding agriculture, the EU 
seeks to ensure food sustainability and empower 
the consumers and all actors in the food chain. With 
the Farm to Fork Strategy,47 the Commission seeks 
to pursue the development of “Green Alliances” 
on sustainable food systems with its partners 
through its external policies, including international 
cooperation and trade policy. The EU trade policy 
is expected to contribute to boost cooperation 
with third countries in key areas such as animal 
welfare, the use of pesticides and the fight against 
antimicrobial resistance. Furthermore, all chemicals, 
materials, food, and other products in the European 
market are expected to fully comply with relevant 
EU regulations and standards. 
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On the other hand, the consumption per capita 
was relatively smaller in Turkey than that of 
many European countries and both developed 
and developing countries. In fact, the table 
demonstrates that Turkey is one of the European 

countries with the lowest primary energy per capita 
consumption. The consumption per capita in 2018 
was 75.5 gigajoules per capita, and it could be seen 
that it also has decreased by 0.9% compared to 
2017. 

Graphic 7: Total Consumption and Consumption Per Capita of Primary Energy in Europe in 2018

Source: BP

 

The most concerning part of the European Green 
Deal would be the establishment of an efficient 
carbon pricing mechanism. The Commission is 
expected to propose to revise the Energy Taxation 
Directive to make sure that taxation is aligned 
with climate change objectives. The EU gives 
importance to the risk of carbon leakage in the 
cases when production is transferred from the 
EU to other countries with lower ambition for 
emission reduction, and when EU products are 
replaced by more carbon-intensive imports. Since 
this situation would jeopardise the global emission 
reduction efforts, the Commission will propose a 
carbon border adjustment mechanism for pre-
determined sectors, if the levels of ambition 
worldwide remain different in the future. This way, 
the EU will make sure that the prices of imports 
will reflect their carbon content more accurately. 

Taking all these factors into consideration, 
Turkey could come out of this new era either 
advantageously or disadvantageously, depending 
on how quickly and accurately it reacts. In order 
to not lose its position as one of the biggest 
exporters to the EU and to avoid getting excluded 

from the global competition, Turkey must start 
working on the transition to the green economy.  

5. The Way Ahead

As stated earlier, the energy sector is the main 
culprit behind the rising greenhouse gas emissions 
trend in Turkey. In 2018, the energy sector solely 
was responsible for about 71.6% of all greenhouse 
gas emissions.48 Turkey has the highest rate of 
growing energy demand among OECD countries 
over the last 15 years.49

According to the BP Statistical Review of World 
Energy 201950, total primary energy consumption 
in Turkey amounted to 153.5 million tonnes of oil 
equivalent in 2018, increasing about 52.7 million 
tonnes of oil equivalent over a decade. Turkey was 
the 18th biggest consumer of total primary energy 
in the world; it was also the 5th biggest consumer 
in Europe. Accordingly, the share of total primary 
energy consumption in Turkey was 1.1% in the 
world. The total primary energy consumption 
grew by 0.5% in 2018, compared to the 2017 
levels. 
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2017 2018

Austria 13.1 7.8 3.1 - 8.7 2.8 35.5 13.4 7.5 2.9 - 8.5 2.8 35.0

Belgium 33.7 14.1 3.1 9.6 0.1 3.5 64.1 34.1 14.5 3.3 6.4 0.1 3.8 62.2

Czechia 10.4 7.2 15.6 6.4 0.4 1.8 41.8 10.6 6.9 15.7 6.8 0.4 1.7 42.1

Finland 10.3 1.6 4.0 5.1 3.3 3.8 28.1 10.7 1.8 4.3 5.2 3.0 4.3 29.3

France 79.1 38.5 9.3 90.1 11.1 9.4 237.5 78.9 36.7 8.4 93.5 14.5 10.6 242.6

Germany 119.0 77.2 71.5 17.3 4.6 44.4 333.9 113.2 75.9 66.4 17.2 3.8 47.3 323.9

Greece 16.0 4.1 4.8 - 0.9 2.2 28.0 16.0 4.1 4.7 - 1.3 2.4 28.3

Hungary 8.3 8.5 2.2 3.6 * 0.7 23.5 8.8 8.3 2.2 3.6 0.1 0.8 23.7

Italy 62.0 61.5 9.6 - 7.8 15.3 156.3 60.8 59.5 8.9 - 10.4 14.9 154.5

Netherlands 39.6 31.0 9.1 0.8 * 3.9 84.5 40.9 30.7 8.2 0.8 * 4.2 84.8

Norway 10.1 3.9 0.8 - 32.1 0.7 47.6 10.4 3.9 0.8 - 31.3 0.9 47.4

Poland 31.7 16.5 49.8 - 0.6 4.9 103.4 32.8 17.0 50.5 - 0.4 4.4 105.2

Portugal 12.0 5.5 3.2 - 1.3 3.8 25.8 11.5 5.0 2.7 - 2.8 3.9 26.0

Romania 10.3 9.6 5.4 2.6 3.3 2.2 33.4 10.2 9.3 5.3 2.6 4.0 2.0 33.4

Spain 65.0 27.3 13.4 13.1 4.2 15.7 138.8 66.6 27.1 11.1 12.6 8.0 16.0 141.4

Sweden 15.4 0.7 2.0 14.9 14.7 6.8 54.4 14.8 0.7 2.0 15.5 14.0 6.6 53.6

Switzerland 10.9 2.7 0.1 4.6 7.7 0.8 26.9 10.5 2.6 0.1 5.8 7.9 0.9 27.8

Turkey 49.2 44.3 39.5 - 13.2 6.6 152.7 48.6 40.7 42.3 - 13.5 8.5 153.5

Ukraine 9.9 26.0 25.7 19.4 2.0 0.4 83.4 9.6 26.3 26.2 19.1 2.2 0.6 84.0

United 
Kingdom 78.0 67.8 9.1 15.9 1.3 21.1 193.2 77.0 67.8 7.6 14.7 1.2 23.9 192.3

Other 
Europe 62.5 26.1 34.1 8.4 14.9 11.4 157.3 62.4 25.9 33.6 8.3 17.9 11.7 159.8

Table 6: Primary Energy: Consumption by Fuel

Source: BP
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When the consumption is sorted by fuel, it can be 
seen that Turkey consumes fossil fuels (oil, coal and 
natural gas) quite more than renewables. According 
to the BP, oil was the most preferred primary energy 
power (46.6 Mtoe) in 2018, followed by coal (42.3 
Mtoe) and natural gas (40.7 Mtoe). While the share 
of oil and natural gas dropped in 2018 compared to 
2017; the share of coal increased in the same time 
period. This might stem from the depreciation of 
Turkish lira since Turkey is an importer of both oil and 
natural gas. That is not to say Turkey does not import 

coal however it has already declared its intention to 
reduce its dependence on foreign sources in energy 
production by starting new works to find more coal 
mines and developing the ones at hand. According 
to the Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources, 
Turkey’s lignite reserve has increased over 11 billion 
tonnes since 2005 and reached 19.3 billion tonnes.51 
However, Turkey’s insistence on further increasing 
the use of coal has been criticised by many, since 
coal is the biggest contributor to anthropogenic 
climate change. Regarding coal production, Turkey is 

* Less than 0.05.
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the second largest lignite producer in the world, and 
it was in the 5th place of the largest increases in 2018 
with an increase of 13.7 Mt.52 This happened in spite 
of the decreasing trend since the lignite production 
decreased worldwide in 2018 by 2.5%.  On the other 
hand, Turkey also aims to diversify its energy resources. 
Turkey has begun to work on establishing nuclear 
power generation in the last few decades. Turkey 
already started the construction of its first nuclear 
power plant, Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant, in 2018 with 
the cooperation of the Russian Federation and it is 
expected that the first unit of Akkuyu Nuclear Power 
Plant will be commissioned in 2023. Furthermore, 
Turkey signed an international agreement with Japan 
in 2013 for the construction of the second nuclear 
plant project which was supposed to take place 
in Sinop; however the incompatibility in cost and 
project schedule with Japan and France resulted in 
the halting of the project.53 Despite some perceptions, 
this does not mean that Turkey has cancelled the 
project.  While Japan has already withdrawn for the 
project, Minister of Energy and Natural Resources 
Fatih Dönmez indicated recently that the construction 
might continue in the case Turkey reaches into an 
agreement with another supplier in the future.54 The 
cancellation of the project was actually welcomed by 
the environmentalists in Turkey, since nuclear power 
can also jeopardise the environment if handled wrong. 
Fukushima and Chernobyl accidents have been the 
biggest examples in this regard. Thus, Turkey must pay 
attention to some areas such as the safety of nuclear 
installations, protection against radiation, radioactive 
waste management as well as protection of nuclear 
facilities against malicious attacks. 

Turkey also inaugurated the TurkStream gas pipeline, 
which will directly carry Russian natural gas to southern 
Europe through Turkey, in January 2020. In the first line 
of this landmark energy project, it is expected that 
15.75 billion cubic meters of gas will directly enter 
Turkey with no intermediate country, and it will meet 
the natural gas needs of 15 million households. In the 
second line of the project, another 15.75 billion cubic 
metres of natural gas are aimed to be transferred to the 
European market, especially south-eastern European 
countries such as Bulgaria, Greece, North Macedonia, 
Serbia and Hungary.55 With the TurkStream project, 
Turkey aims at becoming a “regional energy hub” 
and ensuring the security of natural gas supply, 
while taking advantage of lower costs for natural gas 
imports. However, there are also some opinions which 
imply that it might jeopardise Turkey’s supply security 

since Turkey would be even more dependent on 
Russian natural gas with the project. Moreover, Turkey 
has already started drilling operations for natural gas 
and oil in the Eastern Mediterranean in order to reduce 
its energy dependence on foreign resources.  

Turkey, on the other hand, consumed hydroelectricity 
13.5 million tonnes of oil equivalent. While 
hydroelectricity is sometimes known to be a renewable 
resource and climate-friendly, there are some disputes 
on whether it actually is. According to researchers, 
big dam projects can jeopardise the river ecosystems 
and fish population and they can harm the forests, 
wildlife habitat and agricultural lands.56 It also releases 
methane, a quite strong greenhouse gas emissions, 
which contributes to climate change 84 times greater 
than carbon dioxide over a 20-year period.57 In turn, 
it is also affected by climate change and droughts; 
therefore it is possible to encounter energy supply 
security issues. 

Most importantly, renewable energy has been playing 
a great role in expanding power generation in Turkey 
for the last decade. Turkey has a high potential for 
renewable energy due to its geographical location. It 
could top the list of the countries with the renewable 
energy capacity by taking advantage of its solar, wind 
and geothermal energy potential. Also, as a water-
stressed country, Turkey could benefit from renewable 
energies since it can meet its demand for electricity 
without consuming water and releasing greenhouse 
gas emissions.  

Turkey’s Climate Change Strategy demonstrates 
Turkey’s aim to increase the share of renewable energy 
in electricity generation to 30% by 2023 (including 
hydroelectricity). Within this framework, all the 
technical and hydraulic potential will be utilised, and 
20,000 MW of wind power and 600 MW of geothermal 
power generation capacity will be reached. On 
the other hand, the Eleventh Development Plan of 
Turkey foresees that the share of renewable energy 
in electricity generation will go beyond the expected 
and increase to 38.8%.58

According to the data shared by Minister Dönmez, 
the share of renewables in electricity generation has 
been increasing since hydroelectric power plants 
supplied 34.3% of the electricity generated in the 
first five months of 2020, followed by wind power 
plants (8.8%), geothermal (3.6%), solar power plants 
(3.5%) and biomass (1.8%).59 With the potential 
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Turkey has, it can further increase this share in the 
near future. Especially considering that the cost of 
installing renewable energy has hit new lows due to 
technology improvements, economies of scale and 
fierce competition in auctions,60 by investing more 
in renewable energy Turkey could further increase its 
capacity. According to the Global Trends in Renewable 
Energy Investment 2020 report, costs for electricity 
generated from new solar photovoltaic plants in the 
second half of 2019 were 83% lower than it was in the 
previous decade.61 As of 1 August 2020, the Energy 
Market Regulatory Authority will start to implement 
“Green Tariff”, which aims at providing electricity 
produced by only renewable resources. This way, the 
consumers will be able to choose whether they want to 
use a more environment friendly alternative. However, 
the prices stemming from this tariff is expected to be 
higher than the current price tariff. In line with the 
Green Tariff, residential consumers are likely to pay 
63% higher than the current price tariff, while the 
businesses are likely to pay 23% higher.62 The prices 
are on the expensive side at the moment however it is 
expected that they will “decrease with the support and 
incentives the country gives to the renewable energy 
sector”.63 These could create great opportunities for 
Turkey to switch from fossil fuels to renewable, and 
thus drop the greenhouse gas emissions further. 

Conclusion

As a country that is vulnerable to climate change 
but also has the capacity to fight with it, Turkey 
must take more climate action. Starting with more 
environmentally friendly and sustainable practises in 
both industry and agriculture; Turkey should place 
“sustainable development” in the centre of its growth 
strategy. For this to happen, Turkey must firstly ratify 
the Paris Agreement and update its climate and energy 
commitments in line with its goals. 

COVID-19 pandemic recently showed that it is actually 
possible to cut back greenhouse gas emissions in a 
short time. To avoid being infected by this disease, 
people had to stay home and abstain from traveling 
unless it was necessary, and factories had to either 
shut down or reduce their operations. Moreover, most 
countries closed their borders to the other countries, 
and domestic and international flights had to be 
suspended indefinitely. All these, in turn, led to the 
decrease in air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. 
According to the data of air quality measuring stations 

belonging to the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanisation and several municipalities, the particulate 
matter (PM10) air pollution rate in the 29 municipalities 
of Turkey decreased by 32% in April.64 Furthermore, the 
measures taken in the fight against COVID-19 led to a 
decrease in daily greenhouse gas emissions in Turkey 
by 17.4% as of 30 April 2020.65 However, these gains 
might be lost in the not too distant future. Minister of 
Environment and Urbanisation Murat Kurum stated 
recently that the six thermal power plants, which 
were shut down due to their lack of environmental 
investment in the beginning of the year, were granted 
one-year temporary working licenses.  This has been 
criticised by several environmental organisations 
along with the Hunutlu Thermal Power Plant which is 
planned to operate in Adana. However, Turkey must 
stop investing in coal plants as soon as possible. As 
known, Zonguldak was one of the most vulnerable 
cities which were shut down in the COVID-19 crisis 
along with the 30 metropolitan cities. Since Zonguldak 
hosts seven thermal power plants, there are many 
people who came down with lung cancer, chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease, and asthma, which 
make the habitants even more vulnerable to crises 
such as COVID-19. This situation demonstrates that 
the production of coal not only accelerates climate 
change; but it also causes health problems and 
premature death. Especially considering Turkey 
produces lignite, which is known as the lowest grade 
coal. While lignite contains low energy and high moist, 
it also causes higher concentrations of CO2 than hard 
coal. Thus, Turkey would actually benefit if it stopped 
incentivising and invested in more sustainable energy 
sources instead. 

Climate policies are not prioritised by politicians in 
Turkey yet, however this is bound to change in the near 
future. A public opinion survey66 on climate change 
perception shows that at least 60% of the citizens 
are concerned about climate change. Respondents 
are especially concerned about the climate disasters, 
as approximately 70% of them stated that climate 
disasters increased in the recent years. Furthermore, 
52% of the respondents indicated that “the impacts of 
climate change are already being felt right now”, while 
12% said that they will be felt in the upcoming 10 years. 
While concerned about the impacts of climate change, 
the majority of the respondents do not believe that 
the central government exerts any effort to tackle it. 
According to the survey, only 16% of the respondents 
think that the existing efforts are sufficient, while 55% 
of the respondents find them insufficient. 
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On the road to sustainability, states are not the only 
ones who should act on the climate crisis. Local 
administrations, even the citizens have a role to play 
in the fight against climate change. The same public 
opinion survey also demonstrated that approximately 
60% of the respondents think that local governments 
do not make sufficient effort in the fight against climate 
change. This is concerning since local governments 
cannot be excluded from the fight against climate 
change. On the contrary, due to the close proximity 
to its community, local governments can act rapidly 
and more accurately since they tend to be more 
knowledgeable about the community and the 
location they are responsible for. Especially considering 
that 92.3% of the population in Turkey resided in cities 
in 2018 (which increased to 92.8% in 2019),67 which 
is quite above the global average of 55.3%,68 local 
governments also should put forward greenhouse gas 
emission inventories and strategies to tackle climate 
change. The first municipality to put forward a climate 
action plan in Turkey was Gaziantep Metropolitan 
Municipality. Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality 
aimed at reducing its greenhouse gas emissions by 
15% compared to the 2011 levels by 2023 by the 
means of this plan.69 While some of the metropolitan 
municipalities such as Istanbul, Bursa, Antalya, Izmir, 
Kocaeli, Denizli, Kahramanmaraş, Hatay have published 
climate action plans, some of them (Erzurum, Aydın, 
Konya etc.) are in the preparation phrase. 

With a population of more than 15.5 million, which 
makes up about 19% of the entire Turkish population, 
Istanbul is known to be the biggest city of Turkey.70 The 
capital city Ankara and Izmir follows Istanbul with the 
populations of approximately 5.6 million and 4.3 million 
inhabitants respectively. Thus, it is important for these 
cities to take action as soon as possible, along with the 
vulnerable cities that are on the Mediterranean coast. 
Since Istanbul is the city with the highest greenhouse 
gas emissions in Turkey, Istanbul Metropolitan 
Municipality has started to take a step in this regard. 
On 11 October 2019, by signing C40 Deadline 2020 
Programme in the C40 World Mayors Summit, the 
newly-elected Mayor of Istanbul Ekrem Imamoğlu 
committed to develop and implement ambitious 
climate action plans in line with the 1.5°C target of the 
Paris Agreement. In line with this commitment, Istanbul 
Metropolitan Municipality has also pledged to increase 
its climate ambitions put forward by the previous 
administration. Before, Istanbul aimed to reduce the 
increase in its greenhouse gas emissions by 33% in 

2030 compared to the business-as-usual scenario.71 
However, this was deemed to be insufficient for the 
C40 Deadline 2020 Programme, which is why Istanbul 
Metropolitan Municipality is now committed to prepare 
a climate action plan that is in line with the Programme. 
Recently, Mayor of Istanbul Ekrem Imamoğlu also 
declared that Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality 
has already provided electricity consumption from 
renewable energy sources by 0.03%, and expressed his 
intention to increase this rate to 18% in 2024, which will 
be the end of his term of office. Moreover, Imamoğlu 
also remarked that in a short time they would like to 
announce the year Istanbul will reach 100% renewable 
energy goal.72

On the other hand, individuals are also very important 
in the fight against climate change. It was the European 
youth who have set the EU in motion with their protests 
all over Europe, asking for more ambitious climate 
action.  The most important examples to these protests 
are Fridays for Future led by the Swedish teenager Greta 
Thunberg and Extinction Rebellion movements. These 
movements did not remain restricted to the EU, as the 
protests spread all over the world in a short time. As a 
result of these movements, the protesters, the youth in 
particular, became “agents of change” since they could 
make their voices heard loud and clear to the European 
authorities. Which means that they did not only raise 
awareness on climate change but also played a critical 
role in reshaping European politics. As seen by this 
movement, by asking for more and being mindful 
of their carbon footprint, individuals can also play an 
important role in the fight against climate change. 

Turkey also took a part in this movement. Turkish youth 
came together with several civil society organisations 
and called for more concrete steps to be taken in the 
fight against climate change during the Fridays for 
Future. However, it demonstrated the fact that the 
media does not do well enough to raise attention on 
climate change, since the number of Turkish activists 
was quite lower than that of their peers in Europe. While 
Turkey indeed desires to be a part of the international 
climate regime, things have to change drastically in the 
near future for that desire to actualise. In sum, in order 
to avoid getting excluded from the newly-founded 
climate regime, it is necessary for Turkey to work harder 
and put forward stringent climate policies. However, at 
the same time, the media should attract more attention 
to climate change and the citizens should take more 
concrete steps to avoid climate change. 
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