
 

2018 Massachusetts Envirothon 

Current Issue Problem 
 

Partnering with Nature in Watersheds 
 

Background   (For more extensive background see https://massenvirothon.org/areas-of-learning/current-issue/2018-current-issue/)  

 

Americans have addressed water supply, water pollution, and flooding issues successfully in the past.  The Clean Water 
Act of 1972 (CWA 1972) is often cited as a prime example of government working well for the people.  But 20th century 

solutions – large dams and reservoirs, treatment plants for both drinking water and wastewater, storm sewers that flush the 
water downstream, and levee-lined rivers – were energy intensive and paid little attention to ecosystem functions. 

 
Water quality and quantity continue to be issues in the 21st century.  Much 20th century water infrastructure is still in 

place, but aging and deteriorating.  Success today will require new and different ways of thinking: 

 Climate change is introducing uncertainties – stronger storms, increased risk of flooding, and drought.  
Infrastructure that used to be sufficient is so no longer.  System flexibility and resilience are essential. 

 The expensive, energy-intensive gray infrastructure of the fossil fuel era is not appropriate for the era of 

renewable energy. 

 Science has helped us think ecologically (for example, the concept of “ecosystem services”) and increased our 

understanding of hydrological processes in ecosystems. 

 Engineering has developed ways that we can work with natural processes to achieve the results we need. 
 

Partnering with the natural processes already at work in the landscape can provide us with water in the quality and 
quantity we need, and also conserve energy, slow climate change, rehabilitate ecosystems, and enhance biodiversity.  In 

general, our communities can become more sustainable and resilient. 
 

Green and gray infrastructure are not either/or propositions.  Engineers are finding ways that green infrastructure can 
complement and extend aging gray infrastructure.  Practically, the two can work well together.   

 
Partnering with nature can happen at the scale of a single building, or span multiple watersheds.   

 
In addition to scientists and engineers, active citizens – with vision, intimate knowledge of their home landscape, and a 

can-do spirit – play a key role in the partnering process.  Collaboration across communities in a watershed is essential.   
 

The Problem (actually, an Opportunity!) 

 

An unusual consensus is forming in communities across your watershed, with agreement among local government 
officials, community activists, scientists, and engineers – from conservation commissions, planning boards, watershed 

advocacy groups, departments of public works, and land trusts.  They are concerned about deteriorating water 
infrastructure and worried by recent damaging storms.  They want to protect land and water ecosystems.  They believe it 

is time for watershed-wide water resource planning. 
 

Your team has been asked to represent your municipality at the first meeting, where each community will make a 
presentation on the problems, opportunities, and priorities that each sees. 

 
There’s recognition that climate change will require new planning and resources, but also that budgets are very tight.  

There’s some awareness that something called “nature-based solutions” and “green infrastructure” might offer some 
answers.  However, there is not much real understanding of this possibility.  Concrete examples, with real numbers, will 

be important to bring the points home. 
 

Overall, the key question is:  How can the communities of our watershed partner with nature in our management of 

water resources, even as climate change accelerates? 
 
In order to make an effective presentation, you will need to  

 Provide an overview of the watershed from your town’s perspective 

 Provide a quantitative example – real numbers and/or realistic estimates – of some aspect of the issue 

 Make a recommendation that has both small scale and large scale implications 

https://massenvirothon.org/areas-of-learning/current-issue/2018-current-issue/


A good grasp of the all aspects of water resource management – science, engineering, plus your knowledge of your 
community and your own can-do spirit – will be an important part of preparing your presentation.   

 
Some towns span more than one watershed, and/or have water supply/disposal connections outside their immediate 

geographic watershed.  If this is your situation, you should.focus on the watershed with the highest stakes for your town, 
in your opinion.  However, you will also need to be ready to identify the other watersheds where your town has a stake, 

and explain their importance. 
 

In your presentation you should: 
 

Introduce your watershed, and your community’s place within it 

 Describe the variety of water resources and their functions 

 What human communities and ecosystems may be found in your watershed?  upstream?  downstream?  What effects 
do your land and water uses have? (Remember:  these people will be in your audience!) 

 Identify gray and green infrastructure already in place, and how well it is working 

 Describe the overall water budget  and how it might be affected by development and climate change 

 

Provide an overview of current problems and opportunities 

 What is your municipality doing right?  Describe existing infrastructure and plans that have been developed. 

 What are the opportunities and needed changes on a watershed-wide scale?  Be specific. 

 What are the opportunities and needed changes on the scale of an acre or less?  Be specific.  

 Provide a quantitative assessment of some aspect of the issue(s) you see, in order to help your audience understand the 

problem. 

 

Offer your recommendations  

 Propose a partnering opportunity that has both local and watershed-wide implications.  What are your specific 
recommendations for action? 

 Explain the ecological and engineering features of your proposal.  What will it look like?  What will its impact be 
overall – including positive and/or negative side effects? 

 Explain what community collaboration will be important for the success of your recommendation, and what the 

prospects are for this. 

 Explain why this proposal is important, particularly in light of changing climate. 

 

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 six to ten 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 recommendations, and your presentation. 

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

 Six of the judges will be designated to give your team a number score.  The average of their scores will be your score 

for purposes of 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.  

 

You may have encountered surprising stories about ecological systems and human undertakings.  Share them! 

 

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 should play a key role in your presentation.  
 

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. 


