




2022 Massachusetts Envirothon Current Issue
Achieving a Zero Waste Future for Massachusetts

• Many building blocks for a zero waste future are in our hands today, but major changes in how we produce, 
distribute, sell, and use products and services as a society will be required.

• Achieving zero waste is particularly important because some of our communities bear more than their fair share 
of the negative consequences of our past and current waste management practices. This results in major health 
and economic consequences for the people who live there. Addressing these wrongs will be an important part 
of a zero waste future.

• The “circular economy” is a key concept for envisioning a zero waste future.  Ecology tells us that there is no 
“waste” in Nature’s economy.  Barry Commoner’s Second Law of Ecology states that: “Everything must go 
somewhere”.  Envirothon teams will find that their understanding of ecosystem science, and how we manage 
and use natural resources, will be important to imagining and engineering solutions.

• As we move toward the goal of zero waste, we will also be moving toward climate solutions, addressing energy 
issues, and promoting social and environmental justice.



This year’s Current Issue challenge is on two levels

Envirothon teams do community research through the year.  In March, they receive the final Current Issue 
“Problem” that they will respond to in their Envirothon presentations.  The 2022 challenge will ask teams to 
propose Zero Waste action steps on two levels.  

To prepare, teams should keep an eye out for solutions on both levels:

Individual and voluntary action.  Zero waste will require individual voluntary commitment to significant 
change.  What can you do in your individual life, in your family’s household, to reduce waste?  What can 
you do in your neighborhood or in your school to persuade others to change wasteful practices?

Government decision-making and policy.  Zero waste will require collective commitment to change on a 
society-wide scale.  Under a democratic system of governance, we the people decide together on our 
goals and how we will get there.  Incentives and regulations are tools we can use to move our whole 
society toward our goals.  What are the most successful and promising government initiatives?  What 
new policies and regulations will help us move toward an environmentally just, zero waste future?







Guidance and Links for Teams  
for the 2022 Massachusetts Envirothon Current Issue

Questions?  Contact:  Will Snyder wsnyder@umass.edu

Achieving a Zero Waste Future for Massachusetts

1. This goal of this document is to lay out the landscape of the Zero Waste issue to help teams launch their 
community research.  It is an imperfect map to be used for explorations, not a textbook to be studied 
for a test.  The goal is to get you exploring your community! 

2. Much of the link-related text in this document is drawn directly from the linked websites.  The intent is 
to give readers a better sense of each resource.

3. The document begins with a listing of the topics covered to give readers a sense right up front of what is 
included.

4. This document is a draft and may be updated and reformatted.  Comments, and ideas for additional 
topics and resources should be sent to Will Snyder, Current Issue Station Leader.

mailto:wsnyder@umass.edu


Outline of what is covered in this Guide
What is the Envirothon “Current Issue”?
Preparing for your Current Issue presentation
What teams can gain from this experience
Recognition for learning that matters:  The Mass Envirothon 
Community Research & Action Awards (plus student-led civic 
engagement projects)
The 2022 Envirothon Current Issue

Achieving a Zero Waste Future for Massachusetts
This year’s challenge is on two levels:

• individual & voluntary action
• government decision-making & policy
Some General Background on Solid Waste Management
Some Big Ideas for the 2022 Mass Envirothon Current Issue
• Waste as an Environmental Justice issue
• Zero Waste
• Circular Economy
• Life Cycle thinking and design
Talking with People and Organizations in Solid Waste Management 
[This part is important!]
• Tips for interviewing
• What’s their Theory of Change?
• Potential Resource People, Boards, Agencies, and Organizations 

– in legislation, policy-making, regulation, advocacy, business, 
networking, and community service

The NCF Envirothon 2022 Current Issue:  “Waste to Resources”
• Key NCF topics and background
Notable Zero Waste topics for Massachusetts teams to consider

PLASTIC
RECYCLING
FOOD
ENERGY RECOVERY (WASTE TO ENERGY)
WASTE IN THE SOLAR/ELECTRIC ECONOMY
SOME CONSUMER PROBLEMS & SOLUTIONS

Reuse and Repair
Clothing and textiles
Packaging
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)

A CIRCULAR BIOECONOMY?
EVEN MORE(!) WASTE ISSUES

Current Initiatives in Massachusetts
Executive/Regulatory initiatives

The Massachusetts 2030 Solid Waste Management Plan
MassDEP Waste Disposal Bans

Proposed Legislation
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)
The Better Bottle Bill

Some worthwhile(?) search term sidetracks to broaden thinking
And finally, some useful and fun perspectives from HISTORY



Massachusetts Envirothon 2022 Current Issue 

COMMUNITY RESEARCH  
Checklist  

 
The following is a list of recommended research tasks for teams as they prepare for their 2022 Current Issue 
presentation.  These are suggestions for ways to get good research breadth.  Your own questions may take you deeper.  
 
Teams who accomplish these tasks will be well-prepared to create a presentation responding to the Current Issue 
Problem.  Teams that complete and submit this checklist can qualify for the Mass Envirothon 2022 Community Research 
Award. To submit:scan/email completed form by end of day Monday, May 9, 2022 to Will Snyder (wsnyder@umass.edu) 

 

 

Community RESEARCH Award 
 
To qualify for the 2022 Mass Envirothon Community Research Award, your team must: 

• Use the spaces below (plus additional sheets if you need them) to record your team’s research 

• The items below are the minimum required for the Community Research award. 

• Submit this checklist with a completed signature sheet by end of day Monday, May 9, 2022.   

• Be ready to talk with a reviewer to provide fuller explanation of your checklist answers.  
 
Team Name ___________________________________________________________________________________ 



Talking with People and Organizations in Solid Waste Management

A lot of the most important, up to date, relevant information you will get in your current issue research 
will come from PEOPLE, not books, not the web.  Interviews will be a key element of your research.

Tips for Interviewing:  Here are some things we have learned from listening to Envirothon teams talk 
about interviewing: 

• When you do research in the community on the current issue, there will be lots of people who are happy to 
share what they know, but it will be up to YOU to ask the questions that will build your own understanding.  
Don’t just sit back and listen!

• There’s always an awkwardness at the beginning.  You may feel embarrassed because you are not familiar with 
the terminology they are using.  And you may not even feel familiar enough with the topic to ask good 
questions.  You’ve got to push through that.  The more questions you ask, the better you will get at asking 
them, the more familiar the language becomes, and the easier and more fun the research becomes.

• If you can interview these people in their native habitat (in their workplace) you are likely to have a better 
experience.  The questions will come more naturally for you, and the interviewee will be more relaxed in show-
and-tell mode.  

• We learned during the pandemic that Zoom interviews can be almost as good as being there and are a lot 
easier to arrange.



1.  PEOPLE: We interviewed (at least) THREE people concerned with waste reduction and waste 

management that affects our community.  

• Your interactions should be through actual back and forth (with follow-up) conversations - in person, via 

zoom, or by email.

• You should interview at least THREE people.

• You may talk with one person about several of the topics below.  It’s up to you to decide whether you 

got enough from the interview to list that person under each of those topics.

• Be ready to explain how the three persons’ perspectives on the issues differed or were similar.  

• Check the box next to the topic(s) that your interviews touched on, and write the name, organizational 

affiliation, and email address for the person(s) who talked about the topic.

A person with job responsibilities and/or extensive knowledge and experience . . . 

. . . In our municipality

 implementing elements of the 2030 Solid Waste Master Plan

 educating the public about waste management

 day-to-day collection/hands-on management of waste

 the history of waste management sites and practices in our community

https://www.mass.gov/guides/solid-waste-master-plan


A person with job responsibilities and/or extensive knowledge and experience . . . 

. . . with these forms of waste

 the top (most preferred) levels of the Food Recovery Hierarchy

 plastics 

 plant and/or animal waste in forestry, urban/suburban landscaping, agriculture, or other areas of natural resource 

conservation

 repair and reuse (e.g. freecycling and right to repair)

. . . advocating new ideas and approaches involving waste management and:

 sustainability/climate change

 action for environmental justice 

 pending legislation at the Massachusetts State House

. . . or another area of experience and expertise (briefly describe their waste management connection)

 _____________________________________________________________________________

https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/food-recovery-hierarchy


Potential Resource People, Boards, Agencies, and Organizations

Municipal government
Recycling Coordinator
Waste Reduction Manager
Department of Public Works (DPW)
Board of Health (look for Regulations for Refuse Collection and Mandatory Recycling)
Sustainability Committee
Schools:  perspectives from teachers, administrators, food service, custodial staff  
Select Board or Town/City Council

State government
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (DEP)
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources (MDAR) – agricultural waste
YOUR STATE LEGISLATOR (for example – see links below - what do they think of the proposed legislation on EPR and the “better bottle bill”?)

Federal government
Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA)
Natural Resource Conservation Service (USDA NRCS)

Agricultural Waste and Nutrient Management Systems
Environmental businesses

Types of businesses to look for in your community include: 
• Waste & recycling collection
• Composting operations
• Hazardous waste clean-up
Organizations advocating for Zero Waste at the state level
MassPIRG (Massachusetts Public Interest Research Group) 
Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) Zero Waste Project 
Center for Ecological Technology (CET) 
Zero Waste Massachusetts (a coalition of advocacy organizations) 

Networking organizations
Mass Recycle is a statewide coalition of individuals, all 351 municipalities, the recycling industry, and other green organizations dedicated to increasing recycling and 
waste reduction in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
The Environmental Business Council of New England (EBCNE) provides a good link to large and small businesses involved in solid waste management.  

https://masspirg.org/feature/map/zero-waste
https://www.clf.org/making-an-impact/zero-waste/
https://www.centerforecotechnology.org/
https://masspirg.org/sites/pirg/files/reports/Beyond%20Burn%20%26%20Bury_%20Moving%20Mass%20Towards%20Zero%20Waste%202.21.pdf
https://massrecycle.org/massrecycle-mission/
https://ebcne.org/about/ebc-committees-and-working-groups/ebc-solid-waste-management-committee/


What’s their Theory of Change? 
The idea of a Theory of Change (or Theory of Action) can be very useful in your community research interviews.  

We all have assumptions about the way the world works, and how change happens.  These assumptions are often 
unstated and unexamined, but they form the basis of our choices for what we do.

Each one of the people you encounter in your research has waste management goals they are pursuing, and they 
have reasons for the choices they make and the actions they take.  They make assumptions about the connection 
between what they want to see happen and the tactics they choose to get there.  Often this theory of change is 
unstated and unexamined, but it is there.

There are a variety of potential action strategies to address any environmental issue – some are more effective or 
comprehensive than others.  

How are their choices of strategy affected by their knowledge, skills, and temperament?  By their experiences and 
connections? 

Paying attention to the theories of action held by the community resource people you interview will broaden and 
sharpen your understanding of the choices of strategy you can make in the quest for zero waste.

In many ways, the action steps you recommend in your Current Issue presentation, and your choices of whether and 
how to engage in an action project, will say a lot about YOUR theory of change.



2.  ORGANIZATIONS. We found (at least THREE) examples of different levels of government and private organizations 

at work on waste management issues IN OUR COMMUNITY. Name the agency/organization and provide a phrase 

describing specific goals or projects they were working on.

• Federal agency

• State agency

• Municipal board concerned with aspects of waste management 

• Nongovernmental Organization (NGO)

• Private business

• Another form of organization:



3.  PLACES: We visited the following TWO significant sites relevant to waste management, past or present, in our 

community (Be able to show where these sites are using a map.)

•

•

4. ACTION.  We became familiar with local activities relating to Massachusetts’ 2030 Solid Waste Master Plan. 

(Briefly explain a) the problem(s) being addressed and b) what remedies are being planned or implemented): 

https://www.mass.gov/guides/solid-waste-master-plan


5. PUBLISHED INFORMATION.

a.  MEDIA REPORTS. We found the following two local news stories this year with waste management implications 

for our community (Please list headline, media source, and date below, and include a live link if possible):

1.

2.

b. PUBLIC EDUCATION RESOURCES.  We visited and evaluated at least five websites and found these THREE 

web pages to be most useful for enlightening the general public about the importance and potential for 

achieving zero waste. (Provide URLs and a phrase on the value you found):

1.

2.

3.



6. PERSPECTIVES:  These three resources already listed above (people, organizations, places, published info) were 

the most useful in helping us gain a multi-dimensional understanding of the issue:

1.

2.  

3.

7.  SUMMARY.   If someone in your community asked you why “Zero Waste” is an important issue for your 

community, how would you explain this in 2-3 sentences?



8.  RESEARCH STORY.  Write a short statement on at least one of the following:

___ KEY RESOURCE: We found the following person and/or organization to be particularly important for our 

community research (provide name, title & organization if appropriate, and email address).  How would you 

describe their perspective on the issue?

___ OBSERVATION:  We observed our community waste management systems up close, and this affected 

our thinking about the issue.  Please describe:

___ SERENDIPITY:  We found this notable but unexpected resource in our research



Maps, team presentations, Environmental Justice, and the 2022 current issue:

MAPS: Maps are important tools for understanding and explaining many environmental issues, including waste management. For some issues, particularly water and land use 
issues, maps are essential.

For 2022, Mass Envirothon wants to help your team get a printed map of your choice for use in your explorations and/or presentations. Mass Envirothon will pay for this printing.

However, for this year’s “Zero Waste” topic, Mass Envirothon will not be providing teams with specially designed maps to use in their presentations, and a map will not be required 
in your presentation.

CURRENT ISSUE RESEARCH: Part of your Current Issue challenge for this year is to consider the Environmental Justice dimensions of getting to zero waste. Maps are sometimes a 
very useful tool for understanding EJ and waste issues. In your research, you should be encountering information about cases across the U.S. where soil, water, and air pollution 
associated with waste sites have caused health problems for nearby communities of color and communities in poverty. You should be aware of how Environmental Justice 
communities are defined and where they are located in your area. And you should be aware of the locations of waste related sites, including transfer stations, landfills (open and 
closed), and waste to energy facilities in your community. Past waste dump and brownfield locations can be relevant, as well.

But if your Current Issue interests take you in the direction of more research on Massachusetts Environmental Justice questions, don’t focus first on the maps. We encourage you 
to start by asking questions of local officials, scientists, and community activists. Talk to local people first. If EJ connections are suspected, these people will be able to tell you 
about them, and to provide much more specific and interesting information than a map can provide.

So, as you investigate zero waste issues, we encourage you to:
• Take advantage of our offer to help you choose and print a map for use in introducing the judges to your community in your Envirothon presentation. The USGS has a new 

website that will help you build a map for printing.  Here is the announcement explaining the site, and the site itself:
o https://www.usgs.gov/news/technical-announcement/demand-custom-topographic-maps
o https://topobuilder.nationalmap.gov/

• Be familiar with the locations of waste-related facilities near you. See this map: 
o https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/f74c9203ddb34a91a38785bb0b8ff80c

• Be familiar with EJ populations and where they are located in your area. See this website and maps:
o https://www.mass.gov/environmental-justice
o https://mass-eoeea.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=535e4419dc0545be980545a0eeaf9b53

Contact Will Snyder, Current Issue station leader, with your questions: wsnyder@umass.edu. 

https://www.usgs.gov/news/technical-announcement/demand-custom-topographic-maps
https://topobuilder.nationalmap.gov/
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/experience.arcgis.com/experience/f74c9203ddb34a91a38785bb0b8ff80c__;!!CUhgQOZqV7M!zqDpDkgJ8tBf5wtKJbIRzdFdMMaNk0EOi523VMLYpeTRdmeKjzNqALPtAcPFLaR8UMU-SbcBSGM$
https://www.mass.gov/environmental-justice
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/mass-eoeea.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=535e4419dc0545be980545a0eeaf9b53__;!!CUhgQOZqV7M!zqDpDkgJ8tBf5wtKJbIRzdFdMMaNk0EOi523VMLYpeTRdmeKjzNqALPtAcPFLaR8UMU-XYwXp8k$
mailto:wsnyder@umass.edu




Massachusetts Envirothon 2022

Community Research & Community Action Awards

Why Community Awards? Your team works hard to prepare for your Envirothon Current Issue presentation. 

You deserve recognition for this work! And if your Current Issue research results in a service or action project 

that benefits your community, this also should be recognized.

The Mass Envirothon Community Awards provide important recognition for your team, plus visibility for your 

school and your community. Teams who work to qualify for the awards tell us that they have a better 

Envirothon experience overall. Everybody wins!

These awards are optional and noncompetitive. They can be earned by any team that meets the award 

requirements. You and your coach are responsible for certifying the quality and completeness of your work.



Your team can earn one or both of these awards:

The Massachusetts Envirothon Community Research Award is presented to teams who have done 

thorough and wide-ranging community investigation in preparation for their Current Issue presentations. 

To meet the standard for the award, you must show that you have been resourceful in using a range of 

research strategies -- exploring community places, talking to a variety of people, using maps, 

researching at the library and town offices, making scientific observations, and using the web. 

The Massachusetts Envirothon Community Action Award is presented to teams who take what they 

learn in their Current Issue research and use that knowledge to benefit their community. All kinds of 

action projects are possible: community education, advocating for change, collecting data, or hands-on 

conservation projects in the field. You might plug into an existing community effort or develop a project of 

your own. To be eligible for the Action Award, your team must first meet all the requirements for the 

Community Research Award. This demonstrates that you know what you are talking about! 

• Special Challenge:  For 2022, your team can choose to earn the Action Award by creating and 

posting a 2-4 minute digital/social media presentation on:

What our community needs to know about Zero Waste and how we can get there







 

 

Will Snyder 
ECNext 
 

wsnyder@umass.edu    
413.387.2371    

Amherst, Massachusetts 
 
 

 

 


