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2015 Mass Envirothon Current Issue 
 

Climate Crisis:  Taking Action in Massachusetts 
Communities 

 

Background and Strategies for Community Research 3.0* 
 
The Mass Envirothon Current Issue challenges your team to investigate an important environmental issue as it 
occurs in your community, to develop recommendations, and to present your findings to a panel of judges at the 
Envirothon competition.   Use the key ideas and associated links on these pages as a starting point for your 
research into the climate crisis and your community.    
 
* This is the final version of this guide for 2015.  If you have additional resources and/or perspectives that should 
be included, please contact Will Snyder at wsnyder@umext.umass.edu.  
 
Climate change is the greatest environmental challenge humankind has ever faced.   We are beginning to rise to 
the challenge, but the task is enormous. While there will be no “solving” this problem in our lifetimes, 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. 
 
The 2015 Current Issue Problem will ask your team to identify the most important steps your community should 
take to address the climate crisis.  Coming to grips with this crisis, and considering how our communities should 
respond, will involve more than the usual Envirothon trek through this year. 
 
To participate fully, and to ensure you prepare a brilliant presentation, you and your team should  

 Get outdoors.  Explore.  Fall in love, in your own ways, with the natural world in your neighborhood.   

 Talk and listen to each other about the hopes, fears, and questions you have about climate and the future.  
Silence ensures that business-as-usual will continue.  Sharing the burdens we feel is an important first step. 

 Get to know the people in your community who have opinions about climate-related issues.  How do they talk 
about it?  What makes them tick?  Pay particular attention to those who are taking action.  What knowledge 
and experience do they bring to this work?  What successes and challenges do they experience? 

 Become hands-on knowledgeable about the ecosystem services your community depends upon, and how 
they are likely to be affected by climate change.   Look in particular for connections to Envirothon’s natural 
resource topics:  Soil, Water, Forest, and Wildlife.   

 Identify leverage points in your community where significant action to prevent and/or adapt to climate 
change is possible. 

 Consider ways that individuals, groups, institutions, and local government should take action that will make a 
real difference. 

  
 

mailto:wsnyder@umext.umass.edu
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Some Guiding Principles for this year’s Current Issue 
 
Think globally, act locally.  Much information about climate change focuses on the global level.  The 2015 
Envirothon Current Issue is different.  It will focus your attention on the local scale – the people, infrastructure, 
and ecosystems of your home community.   To do a good job, however, your team will need to keep the global 
picture in mind:   How is what you see in your own community a reflection of larger processes at work?  What 
effects might your proposals have in other places, in the future?  Your community is not an island that can survive 
alone.  You will need to think upstream and downstream of your community, in time as well as space.  
 
Prevention 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 upon us.  Both kinds of 
action are necessary.   Many strategies can accomplish both:  two prominent examples are smart growth and 
sustainable agriculture.  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 energy and 
expense required for adaptation responses later.  Prevention strategies, involving reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, are more global and long term.  Adaptation strategies tend to depend on local conditions.  
 
Sound science PLUS good politics are required.  Practical understanding of the science of climate change is 
essential.  Continuing to refine our understanding of that science, particularly as it relates to local ecosystems and 
natural resources, is important.   But good science is not enough.  Most of the work of addressing climate change 
is political in the most positive sense of the word.  We need to listen to the concerns and hopes people in our 
communities are bringing to the issue, and what motivates them to act.  We need to be able to find common 
ground and shared vision, to change the systems that are aggravating the crisis.   
 
Think in terms of Resilience.  The word “resilience” is used more and more (now to the point of overuse??) 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.  Perhaps most important, the term “resilience” is also used to describe 
people where it can mean flexible, robust, hardy, upbeat, and hopeful, with a can-do spirit.  Truly resilient people 
won’t just bounce back to the way things were before.   They will learn and find ways to make positive change. 
 
 

What the IPCC scientists are telling us 
 
On November 1, 2014, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, the world’s preeminent 
organization of climate scientists, released its CLIMATE CHANGE 2014 SYNTHESIS REPORT Approved Summary for 
Policymakers  (http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_SPM.pdf)  The language is cautious 
and understated, dense and tedious.  But while the statements are dire, they are not without hope.  Some 
particularly pithy statements from the 40 page document include: 
 
Human influence on the climate system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases are the highest in 
history. Recent climate changes have had widespread impacts on human and natural systems.(p. 3) 
 
Continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause further warming and long-lasting changes in all components of the climate 
system, increasing the likelihood of severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems. (p. 7) 
 
Surface temperature is projected to rise over the 21st century under all assessed emission scenarios. It is very likely that heat 
waves will occur more often and last longer, and that extreme precipitation events will become more intense and frequent in 
many regions. The ocean will continue to warm and acidify, and global mean sea level to rise. {2.2} 
 

http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_SPM.pdf
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Climate change will amplify existing risks and create new risks for natural and human systems. Risks are unevenly distributed 
and are generally greater for disadvantaged people and communities in countries at all levels of development. {2.3} 
 
Substantial emissions reductions over the next few decades can reduce climate risks in the 21st century and beyond, increase 
prospects for effective adaptation, reduce the costs and challenges of mitigation in the longer term, and contribute to climate-
resilient pathways for sustainable development. (p.  
 
Adaptation can reduce the risks of climate change impacts, but there are limits to its effectiveness, especially with greater 
magnitudes and rates of climate change.  
 
Many adaptation and mitigation options can help address climate change, but no single option is sufficient by itself. Effective 
implementation depends on policies and cooperation at all scales, and can be enhanced through integrated responses that 
link adaptation and mitigation with other societal objectives. {4} 
 
Taking a longer-term perspective, in the context of sustainable development, increases the likelihood that more immediate 
adaptation actions will also enhance future options and preparedness. {3.3} 

 
 
 

General overviews of climate science and Prevention/Adaptation Strategies: 
 
 The U.S. Global Change Research Program’s report Climate Change Impacts in the United States  (the third 

National Climate Assessment) was released in May 2014.  The full report and links to individual chapters may 
be found at  http://www.globalchange.gov/ncadac 

 

 The Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), also released in 
2014, is available at http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/.  The report includes sections on “The Physical Science Basis”, 
“Impacts, adaptation, and Vulnerability”, “Mitigation of Climate Change”, and a “Synthesis Report”. 

 

 Confronting Climate Change in the U.S. Northeast, a report by the Union of Concerned Scientists (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts) is dated 2007 but is still very good, including sections on forests (including habitat issues), 
agriculture, and health: http://www.ucsusa.org/assets/documents/global_warming/confronting-climate-change-in-the-u-s-northeast.pdf  
See also the UCSr page on Global Warming Science: http://www.ucsusa.org/our-work/global-warming/science-and-impacts/global-

warming-science#.VNOoavMo6Uk 
 

 The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency website ( http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/) has extensive links on 
climate change, particularly on mitigation efforts in individual states of New England:  
http://epa.gov/region1/eco/energy/mitigation-efforts-ne.html  

 

 The Center for Climate and Energy Solutions is the successor to the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, 
which has been “long recognized in the United States and abroad as an influential and pragmatic voice on 
climate issues”:  http://www.c2es.org/  
 

 The U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit is a U.S. government resource that “provides scientific tools, information, 
and expertise to help people manage their climate-related risks and opportunities, and improve their resilience 
to extreme events. The site is designed to serve interested citizens, communities, businesses, resource 
managers, planners, and policy leaders at all levels of government.” http://toolkit.climate.gov/ 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.globalchange.gov/ncadac
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/
http://www.ucsusa.org/assets/documents/global_warming/confronting-climate-change-in-the-u-s-northeast.pdf
http://www.ucsusa.org/our-work/global-warming/science-and-impacts/global-warming-science#.VNOoavMo6Uk
http://www.ucsusa.org/our-work/global-warming/science-and-impacts/global-warming-science#.VNOoavMo6Uk
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/
http://epa.gov/region1/eco/energy/mitigation-efforts-ne.html
http://www.c2es.org/
http://toolkit.climate.gov/
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Progress in Massachusetts 
 
State & local government and civil society in Massachusetts have begun to mobilize to address the climate crisis.  
Here is an overview.  More information is below in the Massachusetts Strategies section. 
 
At the statewide level, the Global Warming Solutions Act of 2008 set initial goals for emissions reductions by 

2020.  An explanation of the Act and a hub of climate issue information links may be found at www.mass.gov/eea/gwsa. 
A five year progress report may be found at http://www.mass.gov/eea/docs/eea/gwsa/ma-gwsa-5yr-progress-report-1-6-14.pdf  

 

The Massachusetts Energy Dashboard provides details of and the state’s energy use and clean energy progress at  
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/energy-dashboard/ 
 
The Massachusetts Clean Energy Center (MassCEC) provides support to clean energy technologies, companies, 
and projects in Massachusetts with a goal of creating high-quality jobs and long-term economic growth for the 
people of Massachusetts.  Their 2013 Clean Energy Industry Report can be found at http://www.masscec.com/content/2013-

clean-energy-industry-report  

 
State government works with local governments through programs like the Green Communities, which 
encourages municipalities in the areas of energy efficiency and renewable energy:  
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/green-communities/ 

 
State government has also led an effort to develop a climate change adaptation plan:   
http://www.mass.gov/eea/waste-mgnt-recycling/air-quality/green-house-gas-and-climate-change/climate-change-adaptation/climate-change-adaptation-
report.html  

   
Grassroots community groups and networks have sprung up to fight climate change through public education and 
lobbying.  Find information, including links to local chapters at 
 The Massachusetts Climate Action Network (MCAN) http://massclimateaction.net/ 

 Climate Action NOW http://climateactionnowma.org/ 
 Better Future Project and 350 Massachusetts http://350ma.org/ 

 
Massachusetts has 12 regional planning agencies, public organizations that serve local governments and citizens 
in their regions by dealing with issues and needs that cross city, town, county and even state boundaries.  
Sustainability issues like climate change prevention and adaptation are a key part of their work.  Find a link to your 
regional agency at  http://www.apa-ma.org/resources/massachusetts-regional-planning-agencies 
 
The Massachusetts Audubon Society is an important nongovernmental voice providing leadership in education 
and policy.  See http://www.massaudubon.org/our-conservation-work/climate-change 
 
The Mass Energy Consumers Alliance http://www.massenergy.org/  is a non-profit organization that seeks to make our 
energy use more affordable and environmentally sustainable. 
 
How are we doing in comparison with other states?  Two perspectives: 
 Georgetown (University) Climate Center http://energy.georgetownclimate.org/clean-energy-and-climate-data?state=MA 

 The American Council for an Energy Efficient Economy (ACEEE)’s State and Local Policy Database 
http://database.aceee.org/state/massachusetts 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.mass.gov/eea/gwsa
http://www.mass.gov/eea/docs/eea/gwsa/ma-gwsa-5yr-progress-report-1-6-14.pdf
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/energy-dashboard/
http://www.masscec.com/content/2013-clean-energy-industry-report
http://www.masscec.com/content/2013-clean-energy-industry-report
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/green-communities/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/waste-mgnt-recycling/air-quality/green-house-gas-and-climate-change/climate-change-adaptation/climate-change-adaptation-report.html
http://www.mass.gov/eea/waste-mgnt-recycling/air-quality/green-house-gas-and-climate-change/climate-change-adaptation/climate-change-adaptation-report.html
http://massclimateaction.net/
http://climateactionnowma.org/
http://350ma.org/
http://www.apa-ma.org/resources/massachusetts-regional-planning-agencies
http://www.massaudubon.org/our-conservation-work/climate-change
http://www.massenergy.org/
http://energy.georgetownclimate.org/clean-energy-and-climate-data?state=MA
http://database.aceee.org/state/massachusetts
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Thinking Clearly in a Crisis 
 
1. The Power of Analogies.  Comparing the climate crisis to situations that are closer and more familiar can be a 
powerful way to promote understanding (or to propagandize!).  Here are three examples, one from psychology, 
one from the health sciences, one from history.   
 

a.  Responding to an Emergency.  In 2009, two psychologists published a paper that took a model that 
explained how people respond in emergency situations, and applied it to our response to climate change.   
The model explained that offering help in an emergency actually involves multiple steps.  The helper must: 

o Notice the Problem 
o Interpret the Problem as an Emergency 
o Feel Personally Responsible to Act 
o Know What to Do 
o Do it 

The researchers noted that: 

 Our fears, desires, and goals influence how we evaluate evidence of the climate emergency.  We are 
skilled at denial, particularly when we are afraid. 

 Climate science can play an important role in getting us to notice the problem and to interpret it as an 
emergency, but plays little part in our sense of responsibility or decision to act. 

 A genuine sense of connection with the natural world is a better predictor of a sense of responsibility 
to act on an environmental issue than knowledge of that issue. 

 An optimistic outlook can actually hinder our perception of an emergency.  In the case of climate 
change, for example, we can believe that a technological breakthrough can save us, and this can lead 
to complacency. 

 Communications that provoke fear must provide specific recommendations for action if they are to 
stimulate constructive behavior.  People want to see a clear path forward in order to take action. 

 We are most likely to take action when we believe we have an effective way to confront the problem. 
 We are influenced by the way others react in an emergency situation, and we are more likely to act 

when we have a sense of community and working with others. 
 See http://www.researchgate.net/publication/249404025_The_Emergency_of_Climate_Change_Why_Are_We_Failing_to_Take_Action 

 
b.  Addiction and Recovery.  There is more than a little truth in the cliché that our dependence on fossil fuels 
is like an addiction.  A British specialist in behavioral medicine noted that one technique used in treatment of 
addiction – Motivational Interviewing (MI) – could be applied to the climate crisis and our use of fossil fuels.  
Some quotes from his reflections (see http://www.climatecodered.org/2012/01/insights-from-addictions-recovery.html) : 
 

 If people are attached to the habitual consumption of a substance, they tend to react defensively to 
suggestions that they should cut down or go without. 

 The scariness of a message can have effects in opposite directions. On the one hand, fear alerts us to 
danger and can motivate change. In addictions recovery, crisis can become a turning point when the 
alarm it generates is experienced as ‘hitting rock bottom’. However crisis isn’t always recognized as a 
wakeup call – sometimes it becomes just another step in a continued downward spiral. 

 If fear is believed to be a bad or harmful thing that we need to protect ourselves from, fear 
management becomes more important than danger recognition. One way to reduce fear, in the short-
term at least, is to avoid looking at things that frighten us. 

 If we notice our concerns earlier on and take them seriously, this generates motivation to take 
preventative action. One of the most successful treatments in the addictions field is based on this 
simple principle of supporting people to hear themselves voicing their own concerns.  

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/249404025_The_Emergency_of_Climate_Change_Why_Are_We_Failing_to_Take_Action
http://www.climatecodered.org/2012/01/insights-from-addictions-recovery.html
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 MI involves a shift away from lecturing people about the risks of health-damaging habits, to instead 
being more interested in hearing how they see the risks and what concerns they might have about 
these. The stance is of being a ‘motivational listener’ who makes space for people to make their own 
argument for change.  

 So I’m wondering how often people get the chance to hear themselves voice their concerns about 
climate change. And I’m wondering what would happen if fear and alarm were welcomed as healthy 
reactions that show we’ve noticed something dangerous is going on. Climate change communication 
is often seen in terms of presenting information. The insight from health psychology is that perhaps it 
needs to include motivational listening too. 
 

c.  Mobilization for War.  The rapid mobilization of American society and economy at the beginning of World 
War II is often held up as an example of what is possible and necessary in response to the climate crisis.  One 
study (see http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421513002103#) examined this analogy more closely, and 
found that, while it is technologically feasible to make the transition to a renewable energy economy by the 
middle of this century 

 There is a difference between mobilizing a democratic society and economy for war, and restructuring 
a society and economy permanently.  World War II-style policies – including massive government 
intervention in the economy, and strong executive control – might be required for more than a 
generation, and could erode traditions of democratic governance.   

 A sudden catastrophic event (for example, the collapse of the West Antarctic ice shelf and sudden 2 
meter sea level rise) might be necessary to mobilize public opinion in a democracy to accept these 
drastic changes. 

 Strong public trust in government and civil society institutions would be required for the changes to 
happen without considerable coercion. 

Still, many Americans who experienced WWII remember the positive sense of solidarity and shared purpose 
that came as part of confronting a challenge together.  People discovered personal resourcefulness, 
community spirit, and determination to act for the common good that is hard to quantify but was essential to 
winning the war.   What would it take to reawaken this spirit? 
 

2.  Economics and Politics.  Understanding and responding to the climate crisis requires more than natural science 
alone!  Here are some ideas and cautions from the social sciences. 
 
 More or Better?  The climate crisis brings into sharp focus some basic assumptions that undergird our 

economic way of life.   For example, Americans rarely question economic growth as a value.  Progress is 
equated with “more”.  But the basic laws of ecology tell us that economic growth is not sustainable on a finite 
planet.  The climate crisis drives this point home:  We must stop burning the fossil carbon that has fueled the 
spectacular growth we have seen for the whole living memory of our society.    The changes required are 
immense, but they are possible.  While an environmentally responsible lifestyle is often presented as privation 
and sacrifice, studies have shown that most Americans are deeply unsatisfied with our culture of 
consumption.  Deep down, we know that a happy and fulfilling life has more to do with friendships, 
community, and meaningful work than with material affluence.  For a simple, catchy statement of how and 
why to focus on “better” instead of “more”, see http://storyofstuff.org/movies/the-story-of-solutions/   
 

 Beware of Tokenism and Quick Fixes!   There is a political temptation to set easily attainable but ultimately 
inadequate goals for climate action.  We need to ask hard questions:  How much is really enough?  How fast 
do we really need to move?  What is tokenism and what represents genuine progress?   Similarly, emphasizing 
adaptation projects over prevention can be politically easy but actually dangerous in the long run.  See the 
National Academy of Sciences’ 2015 assessment of climate intervention, or “geoengineering” proposals: 
http://dels.nas.edu/resources/static-assets/materials-based-on-reports/reports-in-brief/climate-intervention-brief-final.pdf 

 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421513002103
http://storyofstuff.org/movies/the-story-of-solutions/
http://dels.nas.edu/resources/static-assets/materials-based-on-reports/reports-in-brief/climate-intervention-brief-final.pdf
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 We can accomplish more together than alone.  While our consumer culture impresses upon us the 
importance of individual choices, the climate crisis cannot be addressed effectively through individual action 
alone.  The really big changes that are needed to address climate change require collective action:  We must 
implement policy and system changes that make the right thing easy to do.  Policies that encourage Smart 
Growth are a good example – compact development and convenient public transportation will do much more 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions than everyone driving a Prius!  But to make that happen takes legislation, 
policy, education, regulation.   Our New England towns, where participatory democracy is still valued, can be a 
great place to practice this. 

 

 Sharing the burden fairly.  Inequalities of wealth and power are on the increase in our society and worldwide.  
The climate crisis can accelerate this trend as fearful individuals, groups, and nations scramble for advantage, 
and leave poorer, less powerful people behind.  Even well-intentioned responses to climate change can 
reinforce and exacerbate existing inequalities where poor and disadvantaged communities are not given a 
voice in planning.  Frontline communities is the term describing groups who are feeling the effects of climate 
change first and are least able to insulate themselves.  Our response to climate change offers many 
opportunities for increasing justice and equity.   But “Climate Justice” requires a conscious effort to include 
the concerns of communities and generations downstream from us, as well as the courage to demand fairness 
from communities that are upstream.  Perception of fairness is an essential ingredient for success of any large 
scale long term action.  A majority of people will need to be involved in decision making and see that actions 
are in their interest if they are going to support them.   What is the potential for increased fairness in actions 
that your community can take to prevent and adapt to climate change? 

 
3.  The Power of Language. The language used in climate crisis communications – from calculated advertising 
campaigns, to cautious scientific pronouncements, to the urgings of radical activists, to the questions of our 
neighbors – is worthy of attention.  Often the appeal is to our emotions rather than our rationality.  What’s 
compelling?  What’s misleading? What’s bureaucratic?  What promotes fear?  What promotes hope?  Is the intent 
to get us to do something?  Is the intent to sow confusion, which makes us less likely to take any action at all?  
Paying attention to the words and how they are used will give you much insight into an issue. 
 

 Mitigation vs. Prevention.  One example of word choice is the use of “mitigation” or “prevention” when 
talking about strategies to limit and reduce the greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate change.   The 
terms are essentially equal in definition, but “prevention” – arguably the more forceful term – tends  to be 
used more by activists engaging with the general public, where “mitigation” – the more technical term - tends 
to be used more scientists and policymakers in communications with each other.  How will you use these 
terms?   

 

 Resilience.  Exploring the growing debate about the use of this term (using google and Wikipedia) can be way 
to think about our response to the climate crisis.  The term has a range of meanings in engineering, ecology, 
anthropology, and psychology.  In the climate crisis, it is used to refer to infrastructure – both green 
(ecosystem services) and gray (human made) – as well as to individual people and communities.  While the 
term has positive, rich connotations, there are also criticisms: 

o Does it lead us to focus too much on adaptation?  How can prevention be incorporated?  
o The ability to “bounce back” or even to “bounce forward” does not answer the values question of 

what kind of future we should choose. 
o Does it lead us to place the responsibility for action too much on individuals and local communities 

and not enough on national and international institutions and economic structures?  
o Because of its roots in ecological science, the term can imply an unconscious, passive quality.  Might 

the term “climate resourcefulness” better capture the human  capacity to be conscious and 
proactive? 

o Does the term focus our attention as well on what humans can do as the term “climate justice”? 
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Massachusetts Strategies 
 
Strategies for countering climate change are as diverse and wide-ranging as human ingenuity and creativity.   
The assemblage of strategies and resources below focuses on what Massachusetts communities are doing and can 
do more.  It is far from complete.  In your research, you can analyze the strategies you encounter using the 
following three perspectives.  Also, be on the lookout for additional approaches and ideas that make sense for 
your community. 
 

1. Prevention vs. Adaptation.  Some are prevention strategies.  Some are adaptation strategies.  Some 
serve both purposes.  All these kinds of strategies are important.  However, before you simply try to strike 
a balance between prevention and adaptation in your recommendations for your community, check out 
this post (from the people at Earth Day) about why prevention and adaptation are NOT morally equal: 
http://grist.org/climate-energy/preventing-climate-change-and-adapting-to-it-are-not-morally-
equivalent/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_term=Daily%2520Sept%252016&utm_campaign=daily 

 
2.  Climate Justice.  Every climate strategy outlined below has a justice component.  For example, for each 
issue, who are the most affected communities?  Are those feeling the effects most acutely able to 
participate in planning for the future? 
 
3.  Good old conservation.  Many climate strategies predate our awareness of the climate crisis.  We 
know them as good conservation and natural resource management.  They serve general environmental 
protection and conservation purposes as well as combatting climate change.  Resources from past 
Envirothon Current Issues (http://www.maenvirothon.org/currentissue.htm ) may be useful to you this year! 

 
Land Use Management.  Many familiar conservation practices in Massachusetts agriculture and forestry can 
contribute.  For some resources and approaches, see 
 2013 Current Issue:  Trees, Forests, and Sustainability (includes information on urban forests) 

http://www.maenvirothon.org/2013_Mass_Envirothon_Current_Issue_background_&_strategies.pdf 

 2014 Current Issue:  Sustainable Local Agriculture in Massachusetts 
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2014%20Mass%20Envirothon%20Current%20Issue%20guide.pdf  

 
Biodiversity protection.   Habitat protection is part of good land management/ecosystem protection.    
 One good resource is the newsletter/blog of the Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences’ Climate Smart 

Land Network (https://www.manomet.org/program/climate-change/climate-smart-land-network).   

 Each species in every ecosystem responds differently to climate change.  Some species are more adaptable 
than others.  Changes are occurring more rapidly than expected.  The net effect is that climate change is 
increasing the strains on already-stressed ecosystems.  See http://www.maenvirothon.org/2015Staudinger_Biodiversity.pdf   

How much and what kind of impact can we (should we?) place on biodiversity issues, in the big picture of climate 
change adaptation?   
 
Soil as a carbon sink!?  Most people are familiar with the idea that forests can help mitigate climate change by 
sequestering carbon.  There is growing evidence that soils, when properly managed, can sequester lots of carbon 
as well. 
 Globally, IPCC scientists have identified AFOLU (agriculture, forestry, and other land use) as a promising area 

for addressing climate change:  
 http://blog.ucsusa.org/the-land-sector-can-close-half-the-dangerous-climate-change-gap-802?_ga=1.31898814.1072008754.1422731759 

 Here in Massachusetts, organic agriculture and coastal salt marshes have been identified as key resources for 
this benefit.  See 

o http://www.nofamass.org/resources/soil-carbon-sequestration-resources-farmers-gardeners-and-consumers#.VM_P9PMo6Uk  
o http://wbnerrwetlandscarbon.net/resources/blue-carbon-fact-sheet_final/ and http://wbnerrwetlandscarbon.net/teachers/ 

http://grist.org/climate-energy/preventing-climate-change-and-adapting-to-it-are-not-morally-equivalent/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_term=Daily%2520Sept%252016&utm_campaign=daily
http://grist.org/climate-energy/preventing-climate-change-and-adapting-to-it-are-not-morally-equivalent/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_term=Daily%2520Sept%252016&utm_campaign=daily
http://www.maenvirothon.org/currentissue.htm
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2013_Mass_Envirothon_Current_Issue_background_&_strategies.pdf
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2014%20Mass%20Envirothon%20Current%20Issue%20guide.pdf
https://www.manomet.org/program/climate-change/climate-smart-land-network
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2015Staudinger_Biodiversity.pdf
http://blog.ucsusa.org/the-land-sector-can-close-half-the-dangerous-climate-change-gap-802?_ga=1.31898814.1072008754.1422731759
http://www.nofamass.org/resources/soil-carbon-sequestration-resources-farmers-gardeners-and-consumers#.VM_P9PMo6Uk
http://wbnerrwetlandscarbon.net/resources/blue-carbon-fact-sheet_final/
http://wbnerrwetlandscarbon.net/teachers/
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Water Resource Management.  One of the hallmarks of climate change, already evident in Massachusetts, is an 
intensification of the water cycle.  Protection of drinking water, wastewater treatment, water for fish and wildlife 
habitat as well as agriculture, and stormwater management all take on increased importance as droughts, severe 
storms, heavy rains, and floods become more common.  

 For an overview, see Climate Change and its Impact on Water Resources in Massachusetts at 
http://www.maenvirothon.org/currentissue.htm  

Again, past Envirothon Current Issue resources may be helpful: 

 2012 Sustainable Stormwater Management http://www.maenvirothon.org/2012%20Mass%20Envirothon%20Current%20Issue.pdf  

 2011 Wetland Protection http://www.maenvirothon.org/2011_Current_Issue_guide_for_web_2.pdf  
 2010 Groundwater Protection http://www.maenvirothon.org/2010%20questions%20&%20resources%20for%20team%20prep%20-

%20groundwater.pdf 

Most water resource management measures are adaptation strategies, but dams and instream hydropower can 
also provide renewable energy.  See 
http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_energy/our-energy-choices/renewable-energy/environmental-impacts-hydroelectric-power.html#.VNIs9PMo6Uk 

 
Smart Growth and Climate Smart Infrastructure protect ecosystems and reduce greenhouse gas emissions .  See  

 The 2014 edition of Losing Ground: Planning for Resilience, which includes a datalayer on resilient landscapes 
at www.massaudubon.org/losingground.  Mass Audubon has been tracking these land use changes and opportunities 
for decades.   Click on “Learn more” under “Take Action” for current workshops and past presentations.   

 The state’s Smart Growth/Smart Energy Toolkit provides access to information on planning, zoning, 
subdivision, site design, and building construction techniques “that can make smart growth and smart energy 
a reality in your community”  http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/ 

 Mass Envirothon 2012 current issue resources on Sustainable Stormwater Management 
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2012%20Mass%20Envirothon%20Current%20Issue.pdf 

 Mass Envirothon workshop presentation on “Planning for Climate Change”  at 
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2015Small_Planning%20for%20Climate%20Change.pdf  

 
 

Renewable Energy.  Development of renewable energy resources – solar, wind, waterpower, biomass, on small 
and larger scale – will be critical for the transition away from fossil fuels.  See 

 Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs’ Energy Utilities and Clean Technology 
web page has links to all kinds of fossil and renewable energy information that is relevant to climate change:  

o http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/ 

o http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/massdep/climate-energy/climate-and-clean-energy-site-index.html 
 The Union of Concerned Scientists has extensive knowledge and experience to bring to bear on issues of 

“clean” energy and the critique of nuclear power:  
o http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_energy#.VNO2-PMo6Uk 
o http://www.ucsusa.org/our-work/nuclear-power#.VNO3XvMo6Uk 

 
Natural gas as a “bridge” fuel?  Because burning natural gas produces fewer carbon emissions per unit of energy 
produced than other fossil fuels, and because new extraction technologies make increased gas production 
economically feasible, some argue that this fossil fuel can be used as a bridge to a future when renewable energy 
production is up to speed.  This is a current hot topic in some Massachusetts communities because of plans to 
invest in new natural gas infrastructure, especially pipelines.  Stopping all new fossil fuel infrastructure is a goal of 
several climate activist groups across the state.  See 

o Conservation Law Foundation: http://www.clf.org/blog/tag/pipeline/ 

o Massachusetts PipeLine Awareness Network:  http://www.massplan.org/ 

o Process for decisions on natural gas pipeline sitings in Massachusetts: 
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/natural-gas-utility/natural-gas-pipeline-siting-in-ma/ 
 

http://www.maenvirothon.org/2015VRaoWater_CC.pptx
http://www.maenvirothon.org/currentissue.htm
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2012%20Mass%20Envirothon%20Current%20Issue.pdf
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2011_Current_Issue_guide_for_web_2.pdf
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2010%20questions%20&%20resources%20for%20team%20prep%20-%20groundwater.pdf
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2010%20questions%20&%20resources%20for%20team%20prep%20-%20groundwater.pdf
http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_energy/our-energy-choices/renewable-energy/environmental-impacts-hydroelectric-power.html#.VNIs9PMo6Uk
http://www.massaudubon.org/losingground
http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2012%20Mass%20Envirothon%20Current%20Issue.pdf
http://www.maenvirothon.org/2015Small_Planning%20for%20Climate%20Change.pdf
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/massdep/climate-energy/climate-and-clean-energy-site-index.html
http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_energy#.VNO2-PMo6Uk
http://www.ucsusa.org/our-work/nuclear-power#.VNO3XvMo6Uk
http://www.clf.org/blog/tag/pipeline/
http://www.massplan.org/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/natural-gas-utility/natural-gas-pipeline-siting-in-ma/
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Energy Conservation and Energy Efficiency is the cheapest source of energy for the long run.  This strategy takes 
the form of weatherization and retrofitting of existing buildings, and new green buildings combining high 
technology with efficiency designs.  Innovations like green roofs are part of this picture. 

 Information on the state’s Green Communities program and its municipal initiatives to improve energy 
efficiency and increase the use of renewable energy in public buildings, facilities and schools can be found at  

o http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/green-communities/ 

o http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/energy-efficiency/ee-for-your-home/ 
 Mass Save is an initiative sponsored by Massachusetts’ gas and electric utilities and energy efficiency service 

providers, who work closely with the Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources to provide a wide range 
of services, incentives, trainings, and information promoting energy efficiency that help residents and 
businesses manage energy use and related costs. See http://www.masssave.com/ 

 

Ecological Design and Community Building.  The response to climate crisis has generated and reinvigorated a 
range of radical alternative visions for relationships within human communities and integration with natural 
systems.  Sustainable local agriculture is a prominent example.   Increasingly, common ground is being found with 
the movement for Climate Justice in a search for thriving communities and environmental health. 

 Some words and themes to look for:  Permaculture, Relocalization, Resilience, Regenerative design 
 The Transition Towns movement focuses on decarbonizing, relocalizing, building democracy: 

http://www.transitionus.org/ 

 The organization of the People’s Climate March in September 2014 provided a major opportunity for 
development of connections between mainstream climate groups and climate justice advocates: 
http://peoplesclimate.org/  

You are likely to find these connections in the grassroots community groups in your community.   
 

Carbon Tax.  The idea of “putting a fair price on carbon” through a revenue-neutral tax that would encourage 
transition away from fossil fuels, has gained surprising traction this year, particularly as gasoline prices have 
dropped.  Advocacy groups are pushing for it in the legislature, and a favorable state energy department study 
has been published: 
 http://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2014/12/19/study-recommends-state-carbon-tax-fight-climate-change/KYT00y1ByR4EOicNqqugHP/story.html 

 http://www.mass.gov/eea/docs/doer/fuels/mass-carbon-tax-study.pdf 

 http://www.climate-xchange.org/ 
 http://climateactionnowma.org/act-now-to-put-a-fair-price-on-carbon/ 

 

Divestment from fossil fuel stocks.  Following the successful path blazed by opponents of South African apartheid 
in the 1980s, activists are urging investors, particularly major investors like pension funds and higher education 
institutions, to sell their fossil fuel stocks.   Both moral and pragmatic reasons are cited.  
 Massachusetts is seeing a lot of activity around this strategy. http://350ma.org/state-divestment/divestment-resources/ 

 Where that divested capital is reinvested also matters: http://www.ourpowercampaign.org/reinvest/ 

 

Emergency Preparedness and Response.   Storm preparation and response, drinking water safety, preparing 
coastal waterfront structures, floods and other hazardous materials releases are all critical for society to function 
well, and all are under threat from climate change.  Some resources: 

 State agency plans for climate-related infrastructure emergencies:  
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/massdep/climate-energy/climate/preparedness/  

 Climate Ready Boston:  http://www.cityofboston.gov/news/uploads/30044_50_29_58.pdf 

 How Climate Change Puts Our Electricity at Risk— and What We Can Do 
http://www.ucsusa.org/global_warming/science_and_impacts/impacts/effects-of-climate-change-risks-on-our-electricity-system.html#.VNJu7fMo6Uk 

 Red Cross: http://www.redcross.org/ma/boston/prepare-massachusetts 
 

Public Health.  Anticipated changes in climate, including extreme weather events, heat-related illness and an 
increase in vector-borne diseases, will affect human health and welfare in Massachusetts.  Mass Department of 
Public Health plans:  
http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/gov/departments/dph/programs/environmental-health/exposure-topics/public-health-implications-of-climate-change.html 

http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/green-communities/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/energy-efficiency/ee-for-your-home/
http://www.masssave.com/
http://www.transitionus.org/
http://peoplesclimate.org/
http://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2014/12/19/study-recommends-state-carbon-tax-fight-climate-change/KYT00y1ByR4EOicNqqugHP/story.html
http://www.mass.gov/eea/docs/doer/fuels/mass-carbon-tax-study.pdf
http://www.climate-xchange.org/
http://climateactionnowma.org/act-now-to-put-a-fair-price-on-carbon/
http://350ma.org/state-divestment/divestment-resources/
http://www.ourpowercampaign.org/reinvest/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/massdep/climate-energy/climate/preparedness/
http://www.cityofboston.gov/news/uploads/30044_50_29_58.pdf
http://www.ucsusa.org/global_warming/science_and_impacts/impacts/effects-of-climate-change-risks-on-our-electricity-system.html#.VNJu7fMo6Uk
http://www.redcross.org/ma/boston/prepare-massachusetts
http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/gov/departments/dph/programs/environmental-health/exposure-topics/public-health-implications-of-climate-change.html
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Getting Started on Your Community Research  
 
The following pages introduce several starting points for team research – plus a listing of helpful resource links. To 
do a good job in your research, your team will eventually need to be acquainted with all these areas. But you can 
start with any one of them.  The resources and directions for research here barely scratch the surface of what is 
out there to be explored in your community.  Don’t feel limited by the suggestions here! 
 
As you read, watch, and listen in your investigations of the climate crisis, you will need to draw upon all your 
powers of analysis, judgment, compassion, problem-solving.   This research will involve much more than simply 
investigating natural science and resource management.   Some factors to consider: 
 
Sorting and Evaluating Information. Through your passive exposure to the media and your active research into 
the issue, you will find yourself surrounded by a bewildering sea of information (an important side note:  Keep 
track of where you found the ideas you think are most important, so you will be able to find your way back to 
them and cite them in your Envirothon presentation).  All information has a bias.  Some of it is unknowingly 
slanted, some is sophisticated propaganda.  It is important to be critical but not cynical, to keep an eye on where 
the information is coming from, and whose interests it may represent. 
 
Scientific findings are probably the most trustworthy, if only because findings are reviewed and critiqued again 
and again by other scientists before publication.  Scientists have a long-term interest in their work being seen as 
dispassionate and objective.   
 
Harder to handle is lack of information.  How can you even be aware of what isn’t reported?  Internet research 
engines can be helpful, but only if you bring all your critical powers to bear on the information you find there.  In 
terms of research in your home community, your conversations with individuals will help with ground-truthing 
what you learn online.   
 
People.  Your best information sources will be real live people in your community.   Climate change is a factor in 
every issue and activity.  Your first job is to find the people who care and are thinking about this.   
 
As you talk with people in your community, you will find that the prospect of climate change, and the need for 
immediate, concerted action, provokes a variety of reactions.  Listening to their concerns, hopes, fears, ideas, 
motivations, and proposed solutions will be an important part of your team’s Envirothon research. 
 
Some places to start:   
 
Local government  
Department of Public Works 
Conservation commission 
Board of Health 
Planning Board 
Energy committees 
Sustainability committees 
Climate change committees 
Comprehensive/Master Plans 
Librarians 
Emergency response/disaster preparedness 
 
 
 

Business  
Electrical Utilities 
Fuel suppliers 
Solar/alternative energy installation contractors 
Weatherization contractors 
Green builders 
Waste/recycling companies 
Farmers 
 
Non-governmental organizations 
Land trust representatives 
Nature Center staff  
Community organizers 
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Places 
 
First, Go Outdoors!  Explore the ecosystems around you.  Get wet, get dirty.  Get tired and cold.  Enjoy an 
environment that is still friendly, that resembles the conditions we evolved in!  Fall in love with your world so you 
will be willing to fight for it.   
 
 

Some questions to start your research: 
 
Natural Resources and Ecosystem Services 

 What ecological communities are represented?  Does climate change stress them?  How?  Are particular 
wildlife species at risk?   

 What trees and forests should be protected – and what trees and forests should possibly be cut – as a 
consideration in climate change prevention and adaptation? 

 Where does your drinking water come from?  Is the source at risk from major stormwater events? 

 What parts of your community are vulnerable to flooding?  Have best practices for stormwater management 
been implemented?  In the future, will people have to move from their homes because of flooding/sea level 
rise? 

 What is being done to protect/enhance the carbon sequestration capacity of your soils and forests? 
 
Green Infrastructure 
 What examples of Smart Growth (e.g. low fossil fuel transportation options) exist in your community?   

 What examples of renewable energy production exist in your community?   

 How old is the housing stock?  Would a weatherization program be worthwhile? 
 
 

Maps 
 
Bird’s Eye View.  A fun way to explore your community is by flying over it using http://www.bing.com/maps.   
 
Oliver.  Oliver, the MassGIS online mapping tool at http://maps.massgis.state.ma.us/map_ol/oliver.php  can be used to map a 
variety of climate-related themes using the Land Use data under Physical Resources.  For example, what lands in 
your community would be affected by a “100 year flood”?  When was the last time this happened? 
 
Team maps.  The Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy & Environmental Affairs will provide  registered 
Envirothon teams with  large scale color printed maps of their communities showing information for use in 
research and presentations at the Envirothon 
 
 

http://www.bing.com/maps
http://maps.massgis.state.ma.us/map_ol/oliver.php

