
 
 

Climate Change in Your Community 

Background   (For more extensive background see https://maenvirothon.files.wordpress.com/2022/11/2023-ci-

guidance-and-resources.2.pdf )   

  

The climate change we are all experiencing now is different from the slow (over tens of thousands of years), natural 
processes that have characterized Earth's history. The burning of fossil fuels like coal, oil, and methane gas by 

humans has caused a rampant release of massive amounts of heat-trapping gasses into the atmosphere in a 
matter of several human generations, far more rapidly than any other global climatic change in geologic history. 
At the same time, the destruction of natural carbon sinks such as forests and wetlands has reduced the ability of 
natural systems to absorb the extra carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gasses. This causes our atmospheric 
“blanket” to thicken and trap too much heat energy from the Sun leading to disruptions on Earth that are 
happening too fast for populations of animals, plants, and people to adapt. In Massachusetts, effects include 
higher temperatures throughout the year (with more days over 90° F in the summer and less snow in the winter), 
sea-level rise, ocean-acidification, and stronger storms with over 50% more water falling.  

The well-being of communities depends on healthy natural systems, which provide invaluable ecosystem 
services such as habitat, flood and erosion control, temperature regulation from shade, and so much more.  
Climate change affects our ability to grow food on land, capture fish in the sea, and even find enough clean 
drinking water. In other words, it decreases the functions of the natural systems that sustain us. Low income and 
historically marginalized communities are experiencing the most negative impacts, both here in Massachusetts 
and around the world. These communities are least able to protect themselves from intense heat, storms, floods, 
food shortages, and other problems related to climate change.   

The scale of climate change effects in Massachusetts will depend on how quickly we can reduce heat-trapping 
gas emissions from burning fossil fuels both locally and globally (mitigation), as well as how effectively we plan to 
make our communities and our ecosystems more resilient (adaptation). Climate change poses an unprecedented 
opportunity to create social, economic, technological, and cultural changes that support a more sustainable, 
healthy, and equitable future for our state.  

Climate change action can be controversial. Even though there are so many benefits to taking action, there are 
still those in power preventing progress. This resistance to action comes from people who benefit from the 
system as it is and fail to accept data that indicates the unsustainability of current practices, and the dire 
consequences for the not-so-distant future. For example, a bylaw that protects all the natural spaces in a town for 
flood control and carbon sequestration will be in direct conflict with developers who see that land as potential for 
revenue, population growth, or even a large photovoltaic (solar) array. Is there a balance to be found here? The 
best solutions have multiple benefits, in that they both conserve and protect natural resources AND increase job 
opportunities, equity, and well-being in our communities. 

Every decision we make and every step we take has a positive or negative effect on both our natural resources 
and our communities’ resilience to climate change. Thankfully, numerous people and organizations are already 
taking thoughtful, positive action at the local and statewide level across Massachusetts. 

Ready to explore climate resilience in your community? Envirothon teams will research how their communities 
can better address climate change by: 

1. Exploring their local natural resources to identify the ecosystem services they rely upon, and the assets 
and vulnerabilities of those ecosystems, while assessing specific threats to people and nature in their 
towns or cities. 

2. Discovering mitigation (preventing climate change) and adaptation (dealing with the effects of climate 
change) strategies that their cities and towns are already implementing.  

3. Finding out about the process to make change in their community, including who typically has the power 
to make these decisions and who is being left out of the conversation. 

4. Crafting a proposal for the highest priority action their community should take to address climate change, 
and what specific next steps will be required to make it happen.  
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The Problem  
  

The key question your team should answer in your presentation is:  

What is the highest priority action your community should take to address climate change? 

 Why should this happen now, what are the next steps, and what difference will this action make, in your 

community and beyond? 

 
Your Audience: 

On competition day, imagine you are presenting to the people in your community who have responsibility for local 

decisions and action. Your research will point you to the people you need to address. These might include: select 

board members, town council, Conservation Commission, Planning Board, Zoning Board, School Board or 

Committee, Highway Department, DPW, elected officials, PTO, voters, fellow students, etc.  Your goal is to 

convince these people that your issue is the highest priority to address.  

  

Preparing for your presentation  
 

Introduce your community: Note that “community” is an imprecise term. Your team should define the scope of 

your community(ies) for your presentation. The scope will ideally be at least the scale of your town or city and can 

be larger. However you define the term, be clear on the level(s) of government that will be involved in your 

recommendations. 

● How did you define your community? Where are there Environmental Justice and/or vulnerable populations 

within its boundaries?    

● What are the natural resources and key ecosystem services within your community? How are they being 

affected by climate change? 

● What are your community’s climate resilience assets?  

● What are your community’s climate vulnerabilities? Who and what are threatened by climate change? 

● Who makes the decisions in your community? Whose voice is missing? 

 

Introduce key people and ideas for a climate resilient future: 

● What are some important things your community is already doing to address the present and future effects of 

climate change? 

● What opportunities are they missing? 

● Introduce at least 2 people you interviewed who are engaged in climate resilience work in your community 
○ Name 

○ Role in the community 

○ Thoughts on climate change 

○ What have they done to address climate change on a community scale? 

○ What is one thing they think should be done next? 

● Who makes decisions on climate change issues? 

 

Propose your top priority for action, and why you recommend it  

● What is the action your community should take next to build climate resilience? 

● Using specific findings from your research, what community and sociocultural considerations led you to 

recommend this action? 

● What natural resource considerations (e.g., soil, water, forests, and wildlife) led you to this recommendation? 

● What is the budget? How much will this action cost in money, labor, and other resources? What funding 

sources are available? 

● What is the timeline; How long do you anticipate it will take to complete? Days, months, years? Is it a one 

time action or ongoing? 

● Who will need to be included in your action? How will you bring in underrepresented voices and perspectives? 

● How will this action impact the natural resources (e.g., soil, water, forests, and wildlife) in your community? 

● What is the scale of the benefits; Who and what will benefit from your proposal? Will this reach outside your 

community? 

● How will you measure the success of your proposed action? 
  



 

Some tips for your presentation  

  

How it works:   

● Every team makes a Current Issue presentation. Everyone on your team must be involved. 

● The Current Issue presentation score is 20% of your team's total Envirothon score. 

● You have 15 minutes for your presentation, followed by 10 minutes for questions from the judges. 

● Teams from the same school can research and prepare their presentation(s) together or separately.   

● Your coach will be able to observe but not participate.  

● You will make your presentation to a panel of six to ten judges.  The judges’ job is to listen, ask good 

questions, assess your work, and give you feedback on your research, your recommendations, and your 

presentation.    

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

your Current Issue score for the competition. All the judges are asked to give you helpful comments. Copies 

of their score and review sheets are sent to your coach.  

  

For the most effective presentation:  

● Show the judges how you know what you know, and how you came to your conclusions.   

● Include information on where you visited, who you talked to, what sources you used, what activities you 

participated in. You may have encountered surprising stories about climate change and natural resources in 

your community. 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. A map can be a good way to orient the judges to 

your community. Remember when designing your visual aids that the judges will be sitting in a tent, 

sometimes nearly ten feet from your posters. Try to design materials that will be legible from a distance. 

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

including being able to make 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.  

● If you don’t know an answer, don’t bluff!  Instead, say how you might go about finding the answer. 

● Relax and enjoy the question session with the judges.  You have learned more than you think, and this is 

where it will show.   

● Remember your audience!  Will they need to be inspired? Persuaded? What specific things are you asking 

them to do?  

● In preparation for the judges’ questions, reflect on why you chose to make these particular recommendations.  

What do your choices say about YOUR theory of change (your understanding of how this kind of societal 

change happens)?  


