
 

 

2015 Massachusetts Envirothon 

Current Issue Problem 
 

Climate Crisis:  Taking Action in Massachusetts Communities 
 

Background   (For more extensive background see http://www.maenvirothon.org/currentissue.htm) 

 

Climate change is the greatest environmental challenge humankind has ever faced.   We are beginning to rise to the 

challenge, but the task is enormous. There will be no “solving” this problem in our lifetimes.  Still, there are many, many 

ways to take positive action. There is much we can do that will brighten the future for ourselves and generations to come. 

 

Both prevention (often called mitigation) and adaptation are necessary.  To meet this challenge effectively, we need to 

implement strategies BOTH to prevent accelerating climate change AND to adapt to changes that are already unavoidable.  

Both kinds of action are necessary.   Many strategies can accomplish both.   But prevention and adaptation are not equal.  

As Benjamin Franklin put it, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.  Stemming greenhouse gas emissions now 

will mean much less effort and expense required for adaptation responses later.   

 

How much and what kind of prevention and adaptation strategies should we pursue?   

 Not all adaptation is helpful.   For example, poor strategies might create bigger ecological problems, or worsen 

existing unfairness and injustice in society, or foreclose options for the long run. 

 There is growing recognition that the climate challenge is so big and so far along that it requires us to question our 

basic institutions and ways of life.  This way of thinking distinguishes “transformation” that dramatically changes 

business as usual from “adaptation” that aims to preserve the status quo. 

 Some good news:  In terms of natural resources, we already know what needs to be done.  Proven natural resource 

conservation and land use planning practices can further both prevention and adaptation.  Envirothon teams in 

recent years have looked at this potential as they investigated local agriculture, trees and forests, stormwater 

management, energy conservation and renewable energy  

 

Every community has resources that will enable it to rise to the challenge of climate change.  These can be robust 

ecological resources:  forests, soils, water, biodiversity.  They can be resilient human resources:  trusted local 

governments and planning processes, active community organizations and networks, thriving green businesses, creative 

individuals.  They can take the form of infrastructure built for the long run that uses renewable resources wisely, saves 

energy and protects ecosystem services. 

 

The word “resilience” is used more and more to describe positive qualities of adaptation in the face of climate change. 

The term is applied to infrastructure in the human built environment as well to the ecological relationships in natural 

communities.  In general, resilience refers to the capacity of a system to respond to a disturbance by resisting damage and 

recovering quickly.  It is an ability to bounce back from adversity.  The term is also used to describe people who are 

flexible, robust, hardy, upbeat, and hopeful, filled with a can-do spirit.  Truly resilient people won’t just bounce back to 

the way they were before.   They will learn and find ways to make positive change. 

 

The Problem. 
 

Your team’s research has provided you with a broad picture of the climate crisis, particularly as it relates to your 

community.  Your task is to answer this question: 

 

What resources can your community bring to the challenges of climate change, and how should they be put to use? 

 

Draw on your research and provide: 

 An unflinching look at the crisis, with particular attention to YOUR community 

 A realistic assessment of the natural and human resources and capacities available for responding to the challenge. 

 A recommendation for a next step that will have positive impact – and how you can help make it happen. 

 

 

 

http://www.maenvirothon.org/currentissue.htm


In your presentation you should: 
 

Provide an unflinching look at the crisis: 

 Identify signs of the crisis already apparent in the ecological systems that surround your community.  Specifically, 

how are soil, water, wildlife, and forests affected?  Emphasize the science! 

 Identify signs of the crisis already apparent in the ecosystem services and infrastructure that supports your 

community.  Use your map here! 

 Describe some of the consequences you expect if we continue with “business as usual.”  How will these affect 

people’s lives? 

 Explain how your community is helping to cause the crisis. 

 Describe changes that might be made in your community to address the crisis in a meaningful way.  What makes 

these changes so difficult? 

 

Provide a realistic assessment of the natural and human resources available for responding to the crisis: 

 What signs of resilience and hope have you found? 

 Describe ways that the ecosystems in your community might be expected to demonstrate resilience. 

 Describe infrastructure and use of the ecosystem services that work to prevent and adapt to climate change.  

 Describe ways that your community has already mobilized to address the crisis. What priorities for prevention and 

adaptation are already being addressed? 

 Identify people - individuals, networks, boards, and organizations - that are providing vision, knowledge, hope, 

energy, leadership, resilience. 

 What windows of opportunity and levers for change are available now? 

 

Recommend a next step that will have real, positive impact – and what you can do to make it happen. 

Describe in detail the action you propose, including: 

 Will this build on positive efforts already underway? 

 What outcomes do you expect?  Is this prevention? Adaptation? A combination?   

 In what ways does your proposal challenge business as usual?  In what ways does it not? 

 What will be the scale of impact – neighborhood, municipality, watershed, or beyond? 

 What ecosystem resources will be affected, near and far? 

 Will this proposal promote justice in the human community as well as resilience in the natural community? 

 How will this proposal make use of human resources?  What people and institutions will need to be involved?  

How can youth have a positive impact? 

 Who are your allies?  Who is reluctant and how can you make alliance with them? 

 

Some tips for your presentation 
 

How it works: 

 The Current Issue Presentation score is 25% of your team's total Envirothon score. 

 Five (and only five) members of your team will make your presentation to a panel of five to eight judges.  Your coach 

and other team members will be able to observe but not participate.  The judges’ job is to listen, ask good questions, 

assess your work, and give you feedback on your research, your proposal, and your presentation. 

 You have 15 minutes for your presentation, followed by a 10 minute period when the judges can ask questions.   

 Five of the judges will give your team a number score.  The average of these will be your score for the competition. 

 All the judges are asked to give you helpful comments. Copies of the score and review sheets are sent to your coach. 

 

Show the judges how you know what you know, and how you came to your conclusions.  Tell them about where you 

visited, who you talked to, what documents you researched, what activities you participated in.  

 

Use visual aids and examples.  Photographs, charts and graphs, samples, and quotes can help you make your points and 

distinguish your presentation from others.  Your Envirothon map can help you to introduce your community and to 

make points about new opportunities.  

 

Practice your presentation.   Practice makes it easier for you to be poised and at ease in your presentation, including 

being able to make good eye contact and speak naturally with the judges. 

 

Be Prepared!  You will be presenting in a tent, outdoors. The day of the Envirothon is often surprisingly windy and cold, 

and sometimes wet.  Mount your visual aids on sturdy boards in case of wind. 


