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1. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

1.1. Changing the natural environment 
Economic activities (the production of food, goods, housing, infrastructure, etc.) add 

human-made elements to the landscape and alter the environment. How much these 

processes affect the natural environment varies. They may not change it at all, change 

it in a sustainable manner, or degrade it. In some cases, the environment may be 

degraded in an irreversible or unsustainable way. 

Responses to threats to the environment 
Rapid population growth (the Earth currently has more than 7 billion inhabitants) is 

accompanied by an increase in human needs. These needs are met by current forms of 

economic production. This can result in the depletion of natural resources or the radical 

transformation of the environment. These pose a long-term risk to the human race, as 

we do not know what the consequences may be. 

The increase in pollution and the overexploitation of resources have done much to raise 

awareness of environmental issues. Two theories on how to deal with them have been 

developed: 

 

Degrowth. This theory maintains that unlimited economic growth is not compatible 

with a planet that has finite resources. It therefore advocates decreasing production, 

making the economy dependent on nature’s productive limits. 

Sustainable development. This theory supports stimulating economic growth to 

guarantee the well-being of the human race, while still safeguarding the planet’s natural 

resources for future generations. 

 

Environmental Policies 
At the beginning of the 1960s, governments, particularly those of developed countries, 

started developing policies and strategies to prevent environmental degradation. These 

included increasing protected spaces, passing environmental laws, conducting 

environmental impact assessments, promoting methods of production that are less 

harmful to the environment, etc. These measures have had the greatest impact in Nordic 

and Central European countries.  

The Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Copenhagen Climate Summit (2012) were attempts 

to reach effective agreements on reducing emissions of pollutant gases and climate 

change. However, they did not produce the required results because of disagreements 

and objections from the biggest polluters: the United States and China. 



2. IMPACT OF THE PRIMARY SECTOR 
The area of farmland is increasing in order to meet growing demands for food, animal 

feed and biofuels. The result is a considerable loss of natural vegetation, which leads to 

soil erosion. In addition, while the farming practices that emerged from the Green 

Revolution produce high yields, they can have a negative impact on the environment: 

Groundwater irrigation depletes aquifers and causes soil salinisation. 

The excessive use of chemical fertilisers pollutes the soil, as well as the surface water 

and the groundwater. 

The use of biological techniques affects biodiversity, as crops of native plants may 

disappear because they are pollinated by genetically modified species. 

 

2.1. The Impact of Forestry 
Exploiting large areas of forest leads to deforestation. This, in turn, can result in soil 

erosion and a loss of biodiversity. A distinction should be made between developed 

countries, which often have laws that regulate this type of activity, and certain 

developing nations such as Brazil and Indonesia, where logging is having devastating 

consequences.  

The impact of fishing 

The high volume of fishing activity and the use of commercial fishing methods can lead 

to overfishing.  

 

Trawling and electrofishing are non-selective methods. Together with the desired catch, 

they trap young fish and a wide variety of other species, which often die or are 

discarded.  

 

Several measures may be introduced to mitigate these effects. These include temporary 

fishing bans (periods when no fishing is allowed in a certain area to allow species to 

regenerate), or the use of nets with holes large enough to allow young fish to escape. 

 

 

3. IMPACT OF THE SECONDARY SECTOR 

3.1. The impact of mining 
The extraction of minerals and rocks for factories and construction has led to depleted 

deposits. Mining impacts in other ways too: 

Environmental: soil erosion, and damage to the landscape, vegetation and fauna; 

pollution of the air, surface water and groundwater. 



Social: particularly in developing countries, where exploitation of minerals, such as 

diamonds and coltan, can lead to armed conflict and crimes committed against the local 

population. 

The impact of mining varies a great deal between developed and developing countries. 

In developed countries, mining must comply with strict environmental legislation, which 

is intended to reduce the impact of any mining activity and allow mined areas to 

regenerate. However, this is not always carried out. Despite the regulations in 

developing nations, not everyone complies. 

 

3.2. The impact of industry 
Factories have a serious impact on the environment. Emissions pollute the atmosphere 

and waste products pollute the water and soil. The ability to reduce or prevent this 

damage varies according to the environmental laws that each country has. This often 

depends on their level of development. As we have seen, one of the factors behind 

relocating industry is that many governments in developing countries seem to have 

little interest in protecting the environment. 

 

4. IMPACT OF THE TERTIARY SECTOR 
Within the tertiary sector, the biggest environmental impact comes from infrastructure 

which is required for tourism and transport. 

The impact of tourism 

The development of tourism on a mass scale involves creating a complex infrastructure. 

This logically occurs in areas of interest to tourists. The resulting development often 

transforms the landscape according to the type of tourism most commonly found there. 

Landscapes produced by beach tourism. Sometimes, these can be identified by a large 

number of buildings connected by major roads, airports and ports. In others, the result 

is a landscape made up of resorts with high-rise buildings, golf courses, sports facilities, 

etc. 

Landscapes produced by winter tourism. In addition to hotel and transport 

infrastructure, there is the infrastructure required for winter sports: ramps, lodges, 

etc. This involves removing vegetation from the mountain sides (land clearing) and 

building ski lifts to reach the ski slopes. 

 

5. ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS IN SPAIN 
Because of its geographical location, Spain is directly affected by climate change. Spain 

is in the most vulnerable part of Europe, where climate change is expected to cause a 

decrease in rainfall and increase in temperatures over the next few decades. 



In addition, Spain is one of the developed countries that emits the most greenhouse 

gases into the atmosphere. Spain also generates an enormous amount of urban waste: 

484 kg per inhabitant on average. Other problems include large-scale urbanisation and 

severe desertification. 

 

5.1. Air pollution and climate change 
One of the main causes of climate change is the emission of pollutant gases into the 

atmosphere.  

In 1999, Spain signed the Kyoto Protocol, agreeing that its greenhouse gas emissions in 

2012 would be no more than 15% greater than its 1990 emissions. However, it did not 

meet its agreed targets. 

5.2. Uncontrolled urbanisation 
The Spanish coast is very densely populated. The proportion of the total population 

living on the coast is currently over 30% and is still increasing. The amount of built-up 

land within two kilometres of the coast is also growing: it increased by 21.85% between 

2000 and 2005. Buildings affect marine currents and lead to the disappearance of 

natural beaches and decreased biodiversity. 

5.3. Desertification 
Desertification is one of the most serious environmental problems in Spain. It is 

particularly severe in the Mediterranean region because of the effects of climate change 

and human activity. Today, more than two thirds of Spain is categorised as arid land. 

Forest fires are one of the causes of this increased desertification. 

5.4. Lack of awareness 
Most environmental problems are caused by human activity. It is therefore our 

responsibility to tackle these problems.  

Possible solutions include policies to improve the environment, better environmental 

education and raising public awareness. This could lead to lower pollutant gas emissions 

by industrial and domestic users, environmentally friendly urban planning, more 

recycling, less water pollution, fewer intentional forest fires and uncontrolled landfill 

sites, less noise pollution, etc. 

 

 

6. PROTECTED AREAS IN SPAIN 
Because of concerns about the environment, a series of policies and protected spaces 

have been introduced in Spain. 

According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), a protected 

area is ‘a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, 



through legal or other effective means, to achieve the longterm conservation of nature 

with associated ecosystem services and cultural values’.  

There are three categories of protected areas in Spain: areas protected by international 

agreements, areas in the EU’s Natura 2000 network, and natural spaces protected by 

Spanish legislation. 

6.1. Protected natural spaces 
The Spanish government has also made some areas protected natural spaces. These 

include inland waters and maritime waters under Spanish sovereignty or jurisdiction, 

which meet at least one of the following requirements: 

They must contain natural systems or elements that are representative, unique, fragile, 

threatened or of special ecological, scientific, scenic, geological or educational 

importance. 

They must be devoted to the protection of biodiversity and geodiversity and their 

associated natural and cultural resources. 

Although autonomous communities have also developed their own regulations, Spanish 

laws establish the following types of protected area: 

 

6.2. National Parks  
These are natural spaces of high ecological and cultural value that have been changed 

very little by human activity. They have very beautiful landscapes and important 

ecosystems, and their flora, fauna, and geological and geomorphological landforms are 

unique. 

6.3. Natural Parks 
these are areas of land or water that form an ecological unit of importance to the 

autonomous government, which therefore takes responsibility for their conservation 

and management. They normally have some, but not all, of the characteristics of 

national parks. 

 

6.4. Natural Monuments 
These are natural spaces or elements formed of very unique, rare or beautiful features 

that merit special protection. They include palaeontological and mineralogical sites, 

stratotypes and other elements of special interest because of their uniqueness or the 

importance of their scientific, cultural or scenic value. 

 


