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Abstract

Environmental degradation poses a significant threat to sustainable development in Nigeria, affecting ecosystems,
public health, and economic stability. This paper explored the critical role of environmental education in promoting
sustainable development across the country. It examines how environmental education enhances public awareness,
instills eco-friendly values, and encourages responsible behavior among citizens and policymakers. The study also
analysed the integration of environmental content in school curricula, the role of government agencies, and the
influence of community-based initiatives. Using a multidisciplinary approach, the paper highlighted best practices,
identifies existing gaps in policy and implementation, and proposes strategic recommendations for strengthening
environmental education at all levels. The paper argued that a well-informed and environmentally conscious
population is key to achieving long-term sustainability goals in Nigeria.
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INTRODUCTION

Nigeria, like many developing nations, faces a multitude of environmental challenges that
threaten its path toward sustainable development. These challenges ranges from deforestation,
desertification, and pollution to biodiversity loss and climate change are exacerbated by rapid
population growth, urbanisation, and unsustainable resource use. As the country grapples with
these ecological pressures, the imperative for informed and proactive environmental stewardship
becomes increasingly urgent.

Environmental education (EE) has emerged globally as a strategy of encouraging
environmental awareness, instilling responsible behavior, and equipping individuals with the
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knowledge and skills necessary to engage in sustainable practices. In the Nigerian context,
environmental education holds the potential to transform attitudes toward natural resource
management, encourage civic engagement in environmental protection, and contribute
significantly to the achievement of national and international sustainability goals, including the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Despite its recognised importance, the implementation of environmental education in
Nigeria has been limited by systemic challenges, including inadequate policy integration,
insufficient teacher training, poor public awareness, and a lack of institutional commitment. This
paper seeks to explore the role of environmental education in promoting sustainable development
in Nigeria, analyze the current state of environmental education across formal and informal
sectors, and propose strategic interventions for strengthening its impact.

While numerous studies (e.g., Agbor et al., 2025) have addressed specific environmental
problems or policy failures, there remains a gap in interdisciplinary research that connects
environmental education, community engagement, and long-term sustainability outcomes in
Nigeria. There is also a need for localised case studies that assess the effectiveness of grassroots
environmental initiatives. The reviewed literature paints a concerning picture of environmental
degradation in Nigeria, underscoring its multidimensional nature and the urgent need for
integrated solutions. Despite policy efforts and international support, sustainable development in
Nigeria remains constrained by governance weaknesses, poor public awareness, and limited
educational outreach. Strengthening environmental education and participatory governance
appears to be a promising strategy for mitigating these challenges and promoting a sustainable
future. This study was aimed at emphasizing the importance of environmental education as a
transformative tool in addressing Nigeria’s ecological crises and fostering a culture of
sustainability for future generations.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in the understanding that environmental
education (EE) is a foundational mechanism towards achieving sustainable development.
Environmental education equips individuals with knowledge, values, attitudes, and skills
necessary to make informed decisions and take responsible action regarding the environment.
Sustainable development, as defined by the Brundtland Commission, refers to development that
“meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development [WCED], 1987, p. 43).

Environmental education is both a process and a product it aims to raise environmental
awareness, encourage critical thinking, promote ecological responsibility, and enable sustainable
behaviors (Tilbury, 1995). Within the Nigerian context, where environmental degradation is
widespread and awareness is relatively low, EE becomes especially important in cultivating an
environmentally literate citizenry. According to UNESCO (1978), effective EE should include
five key components: awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, and participation. These
components collectively contribute to the broader goals of sustainable development. This
framework views EE as a driver of sustainable development through its influence on three
interlinked pillars:

e Environmental Sustainability: Encouraging conservation and responsible use of natural
resources.
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e Social Sustainability: Promoting equity, inclusion, and environmental justice.
e Economic Sustainability: Promoting green jobs, sustainable livelihoods, and eco-
conscious innovation.

Sustainable Development Concept and Challenges in Nigeria

Sustainable development (SD) seeks to balance economic growth, environmental protection, and
social equity. However, achieving this balance has proven difficult in Nigeria. While the country
has embraced the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and developed several national
policies (e.g., Vision 20:2020, the National Environmental Policy), implementation remains
inconsistent (Akinbami, 2016). Some scholars (e.g., Igbokwe-Ibeto & Nwalozie, 2021) argued
that Nigeria’s model of development highlights economic gains over environmental protection,
contributing to unsustainable outcomes. Additionally, limited public awareness and low levels of
environmental literacy further undermine efforts to promote sustainability (Adepoju & Mfon,
2018).

Overview of Environmental Challenges and Sustainable Development in Nigeria

Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country and a major oil producer, faces a growing array of
environmental challenges that threaten its development trajectory. The Niger Delta region, in
particular, has suffered decades of environmental abuse due to oil exploration, leading to
polluted waterways, devastated farmlands, and public health risks (Omofonmwan & Odia, 2009).
A considerable body of research has identified several pressing environmental issues in Nigeria,
including deforestation, desertification, soil erosion, flooding, oil spills, gas flaring, and urban
waste management problems (Adebayo & Oruonye, 2018; Nwankwoala, 2011).

Deforestation remains a major concern, driven by agricultural expansion, logging, and
fuelwood harvesting. According to FAO (2020), Nigeria has one of the highest rates of
deforestation in the world, with significant consequences for biodiversity and climate regulation.
Similarly, desertification continues to threaten northern Nigeria due to unsustainable land
practices and climate variability (Olagunju, 2015).

Studies suggest that the causes of environmental degradation in Nigeria are both natural
and anthropogenic. Key factors include population pressure, poverty, weak environmental
regulation, and lack of environmental education (Ibeanu, 2008; Egunjobi, 2015). The
institutional capacity to enforce environmental laws remains weak, while corruption and political
inertia further hinder environmental governance (Ayoade, 2011). Moreover, industrialization
without environmental safeguards, particularly in urban areas, contributes to air and water
pollution, poor sanitation, and hazardous waste accumulation. Unplanned urban growth,
particularly in Lagos and other megacities, exacerbates these environmental pressures.

Environmental Education in Nigeria

Environmental education (EE) is widely recognized as a crucial tool for fostering awareness and
encouraging responsible environmental stewardship, particularly in countries facing significant
ecological challenges like Nigeria. Nigeria, with its rich biodiversity and vast natural resources,
faces critical environmental problems such as deforestation, desertification, water pollution, and
unsustainable agricultural practices (Adebayo & Oruonye, 2018). In this context, EE plays a
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pivotal role in raising public awareness, shaping attitudes, and developing skills to address these
challenges. EE equips individuals and communities with the capacity to contribute to sustainable
development at local and national levels through instilling knowledge of environmental issues
and solutions, (Tilbury, 1995).

In Nigeria, the significance of environmental education has been emphasized in the
country’s National Environmental Policy and various international frameworks like the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). EE serves not only as a means to empower citizens but
also as a strategy to facilitate behavioral change, encouraging a shift toward sustainable practices
in agriculture, waste management, urban planning, and energy consumption (Ibeanu, 2008).
Given the nation's dependence on natural resources, sustainable management and the promotion
of green technologies are critical to ensuring future economic stability and ecological health.

Despite the recognition of EE’s potential, its implementation in Nigeria faces numerous
challenges. The formal education system, which is often seen as the primary vehicle for
promoting environmental awareness, has been critically underfunded and suffers from
inadequate infrastructure (Akinbami, 2016). While environmental issues are incorporated into
curricula at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels, the quality of environmental education is
compromised by insufficient resources, outdated teaching methods, and a lack of trained
educators (Ogunyemi & Ifegbesan, 2011). Many schools are still reliant on outdated textbooks
and teaching techniques that fail to engage students effectively with contemporary environmental
issues.

Moreover, the geographic diversity of Nigeria, with its wide range of ecological zones
and environmental challenges, complicates the design of a universal curriculum for EE. While
some regions, particularly those affected by oil exploration in the Niger Delta, may focus on
pollution and resource degradation, other areas, such as the arid north, may be more concerned
with desertification and drought management. This regional variance calls for localized
adaptations of EE programs, but such adaptations are often lacking due to a lack of policy
integration and coordination among stakeholders (Ayoade, 2011).

While formal education plays a foundational role, the potential of informal and non-
formal environmental education should not be overlooked. Informal education methods,
including community-based initiatives, media campaigns, and environmental advocacy groups,
are essential in reaching wider audiences, especially in rural areas where formal schooling may
be less accessible. The involvement of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) such as the
Nigerian Conservation Foundation (NCF) and Environmental Rights Action (ERA) has
contributed significantly to raising environmental awareness among marginalized groups and
providing practical solutions to local environmental problems (Agwu & Soyewo, 2015).

Additionally, indigenous knowledge systems and traditional ecological practices offer
valuable insights into sustainable land and resource management. Nigeria’s diverse ethnic groups
have long employed environmentally friendly methods of agriculture, farming, and forest
management (Nwankwoala, 2011). Incorporating these local practices into broader
environmental education initiatives can enhance their effectiveness and relevance, ensuring that
EE programs are culturally sensitive and rooted in the realities of local communities.

Government policies and institutional frameworks play a critical role in shaping the
direction and impact of environmental education in Nigeria. Policies such as the National Policy
on Environment and the National Environmental Standards and Regulations Enforcement
Agency (NESREA) aim to promote sustainable practices and environmental literacy (Adebayo &
Oruonye, 2018). However, the effectiveness of these policies has been constrained by policy

241



inconsistency, poor implementation, and insufficient coordination among relevant government
agencies (Igbokwe-Ibeto & Nwalozie, 2021).

The challenge of weak institutional capacity is compounded by the lack of a
comprehensive national strategy for integrating EE into broader education systems, resulting in
fragmented and often superficial environmental education efforts. For instance, while the
National Environmental Education Action Plan exists, its implementation and monitoring
mechanisms remain weak. There is a pressing need for political commitment and collaboration
between educational institutions, government agencies, civil society organizations, and the
private sector to create a cohesive, sustainable framework for EE.

Environmental Education as a Tool for Sustainable Development

Environmental education (EE) is increasingly recognized as a critical tool for promoting
sustainable development, which is defined as development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987).
As global environmental challenges such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource
depletion continue to threaten both ecological and socio-economic systems, the role of education
in fostering sustainability has never been more urgent. This discussion explores how EE
functions as a catalyst for sustainable development by enhancing public awareness, encouraging
behavior change, and influencing policy decisions.

One of the primary functions of environmental education is to raise awareness of the
environmental issues that impact societies at local, national, and global levels. EE enables
informed decision-making and helps people recognize the link between their behaviors and
environmental outcomes by equipping individuals with knowledge of environmental problems
such as deforestation, pollution, and climate change (Tilbury, 1995). For example, EE programs
that focus on climate change have been instrumental in educating communities about its causes
and consequences, including rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and disruptions to
agricultural productivity.

EE also fosters critical thinking about sustainability challenges. Through problem-solving
activities and interactive learning, individuals are encouraged to explore practical solutions to
environmental challenges. In this way, EE promotes an informed citizenry that is capable of
engaging with the technical, political, and social dimensions of sustainability (Ogunyemi &
Ifegbesan, 2011).

Most importantly, EE is a potential for promoting sustainability, which lays its ability to
change attitudes and influence behaviors. Education is a critical driver in shifting individuals
from environmentally harmful practices to more sustainable lifestyles. Through various
educational tools such as school curricula, media campaigns, and public outreach programs,
individuals are encouraged to adopt behaviors that minimize their environmental impact such as
reducing waste, conserving water, and using energy efficiently (Mezirow, 2000). For example, in
regions where deforestation is rampant, EE programs that emphasize the importance of tree
planting, forest conservation, and sustainable farming can directly mitigate environmental
degradation and foster ecosystem resilience.

Behavioral change through EE also plays a significant role in fostering social
responsibility. By educating individuals about the interdependence of human and environmental
health, EE promotes a sense of ecological citizenship, where individuals recognize their role as
stewards of the environment. This can lead to increased community participation in sustainable
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development initiatives, such as local recycling programs, renewable energy projects, and
wildlife conservation efforts (Nwankwoala, 2011).

Beyond individual behavior, EE has the potential to influence policy and shape the
decisions made by governments and institutions. Environmental education programs that focus
on sustainability are critical in fostering the public awareness necessary for demanding stronger
environmental regulations and accountability from governments and corporations. For instance,
well-informed citizens are more likely to support policies that promote sustainable agriculture,
green energy alternatives, and climate change mitigation strategies.

Moreover, EE empowers individuals to become advocates for environmental protection,
thus contributing to the democratization of decision-making processes related to sustainable
development. In this sense, EE goes beyond formal education by providing tools for civic
engagement and activism. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), environmental movements,
and grassroots groups often leverage environmental education to mobilize communities and
influence policymakers to adopt sustainable development frameworks (Agwu & Soyewo, 2015).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Environmental education (EE) is a vital tool for achieving sustainable development in Nigeria, a
country facing significant environmental challenges such as deforestation, desertification,
pollution, and climate change. The role of EE in fostering environmental awareness, shaping
behavior, and influencing policy is indispensable in addressing these issues and promoting a
more sustainable future. By equipping individuals with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
needed to understand and solve environmental problems, EE can contribute to the development
of an informed citizenry that actively engages in environmental protection and conservation.

However, the full potential of EE in Nigeria is yet to be realized due to inadequate
funding, insufficient infrastructure, and poor policy implementation. While there is increasing
recognition of the importance of EE within national policy frameworks, challenges such as
fragmented curricula, lack of teacher training, and regional disparities must be addressed to
ensure that EE is both accessible and effective across all levels of society.

To maximize the impact of EE on sustainable development, it is essential for Nigeria to
integrate environmental education into formal and informal education systems, promote
community-based initiatives, and ensure policy alignment with sustainable development goals.
Collaboration among governments, educational institutions, NGOs, and local communities will
be key in overcoming barriers and fostering a culture of sustainability that transcends
generations.

In closing, EE represents a powerful means to not only tackle environmental degradation
but also to empower communities, improve livelihoods, and contribute to a more equitable and
sustainable development path for Nigeria. As the nation continues to grapple with its
environmental challenges, the importance of a well-informed, environmentally conscious
populace cannot be overstated in ensuring the long-term health and prosperity of both the
environment and its people.

REFERENCES

Adebayo, A. A., & Oruonye, E. D. (2018). Environmental problems in Nigeria: The way
forward. European Journal of Sustainable Development Research, 2(1), 24-34.

243



Adepoju, T. L., & Mfon, E. A. (2018). Environmental education and sustainable development in
Nigeria. Journal of Environmental Extension, 17(2), 14-21.

Agbor, C. N., Etan, M. O., Akuji, R. T., & Ogbor, C. O. (2025). Methods of teaching
environmental education for sustainability. International Journal of Economics,
Environmental Development and Society, 6(2), 209-233.

Agwu, M. O., & Soyewo, A. T. (2015). Environmental policy and enforcement in Nigeria:
Challenges and prospects. International Journal of Environmental Protection and Policy,
3(2), 48-53. https://doi.org/10.11648/.ijepp.20150302.14.

Akinbami, J.-F. K. (2016). Achieving sustainable development goals in Nigeria: The roles of
policy, public administration, and education. Public Administration Research, 5(2), 60-
71. https://doi.org/10.5539/par.v5n2p60.

Ayoade, J. O. (2011). Climate change and policy responses in Nigeria. Geojournal of Humanities
and Social Sciences, 1(1), 14-21.

Egunjobi, L. (2015). Urban environmental problems in Nigeria: Implications for sustainable
development. Journal of Sustainable Development in Africa, 17(3), 1-10.

FAO. (2020). Global forest resources assessment 2020: Main report. Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations.

Ibeanu, O. (2008). Environmental degradation, conflict, and human security in Nigeria. Journal
of Sustainable Development in Africa, 10(2), 17-32.

Igbokwe-Ibeto, C. J., & Nwalozie, C. J. (2021). Governance, environmental policies, and
sustainable development in Nigeria: A critical review. Public Policy and Administration,
20(3), 40-56.

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory in progress.
Jossey-Bass.

Nwankwoala, H. O. (2011). Coastal groundwater resource use and management in the Niger
Delta: Implications for sustainable development. Journal of Sustainable Development in
Africa, 13(3), 197-210.

Ogunyemi, B., & Ifegbesan, A. (2011). Environmental literacy and the challenges of sustainable
development in Nigeria. Academic Research International, 1(3), 167-176.

Olagunju, T. E. (2015). Drought, desertification and the Nigerian environment: A review. Journal
of Ecology and the Natural Environment, 7(7), 196-209.
https://doi.org/10.5897/JENE2015.0516

Omofonmwan, S. L., & Odia, L. O. (2009). Oil exploration and its socioeconomic impact on the
Niger Delta region of Nigeria. Journal of Human Ecology, 26(1), 25-30.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09709274.2009.11906161

Tilbury, D. (1995). Environmental education for sustainability: Defining the new focus of
environmental education in the 1990s. Environmental Education Research, 1(2), 195-
212.

UNESCO. (1978). Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education: Final report.
Thilisi, USSR. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pt0000032763.

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). (1987). Our common future.
Oxford University Press.

= ©JSRE

244


https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ijepp.20150302.14
https://doi.org/10.5539/par.v5n2p60
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000032763

