
Tragedies of the Commons 
—Curr ent Envir onmental Case Studies for the Classr oom
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June 2007: Emerald Ash Bor er Invades Cranberry T ownship, P A
Two adult Emerald Ash Borers, beetles native to Asia, were found by USDA APHIS surveyors during a routine visual survey
within Cranberry Township, Butler County. The beetle was first detected in Michigan in 2002, the result of infested ash
crating that entered the United States 20 years ago. The movement of infestation is linked to transport of nursery trees
and firewood. The insect has eliminated stands of Ash species in affected areas. Technical solutions involve early detection
and containment of the beetle. Social strategies include quarantines on transport of hardwood firewood, ash nursery stock,
green lumber, and other ash material. Challenges include enforcement of the quarantine, and difficulty in early detection,
since it can take 3 years for tree damage to become apparent.

ragedy of the Commons” describes the
ancient tug-of-war between individual gain
versus group good.University of

California Biology professor Garrett Hardin coined the
phrase in 1968.His creative description of this concept is
often referenced to explain the mechanics behind many
present day environmental issues that seem to have no easy
solutions. Even when taken out of its original context,
Hardin’ s illustration is both compelling and controversial:

The tragedy of the commons develops in this way:
Picture a pasture open to all.It is to be expected that
each herdsman will try to k eep as many cattle as possible
on the commons.As a rational being, each herdsman
seeks to maximize his gain. . . [and]  concludes that the
only sensible course for him to pursue is to add another
animal to his herd. And another. And another. But this is
the conclusion reached by each and every rational
herdsman sharing a commons.Therein is the tragedy.
Each man is locked into a system that compels him to
increase his herd without limit—in a world that is
limited. The Tragedy of the Commons, Garrett Hardin. Science,Dec. 13,1968 

It is easy for us to think that the small amount of resources
that we consume today for our individual needs has little
significant impact. If you stop to consider how many
individuals may share this perspective,the end result
becomes clear—unlimited use of a limited resource will
eventually render that resource useless to all.How we
choose to use our shared natural resources—air, water, land,
wildlife—leaves an indelible mark on the natural world and
on our fellow human beings.

It has been an active summer for environmental issues here
in western Pennsylvania.We have witnessed tragedies of the
commons in very real,and unfortunately quite devastating,
contexts. Flash flooding, wildlife overpopulation, and
invasive pests have all emerged in direct and indirect
relation to human impacts. Now, more than ever, we need
to talk openly about these events to analyze causes,effects,
management strategies,and preventative measures needed
to mitigate these negative impacts.

Environmental issues rarely have simple solutions,and in
the short term can only be managed rather than solved.

(continued page 2)

Fall 2007

T“



Solutions, if possible, usually happen in the long term,and take many
approaches.Resolutions require changes in human ethics,perceptions,and
attitudes towards the natural world.

All educators, especially secondary educators,have a great opportunity—and
responsibility—to educate students about local environmental issues.Through
education, we gain hope in better management of current issues,and prevention
of unknown future ones.

The PA Academic Standards for Environment and Ecology and Science
Assessment Anchors set the stage for our students to learn and be tested on
their knowledge of environmental issues and how to manage them.Give your
students an advantage in these areas by facilitating studies of the environmental
issues of the summer of 2007.Through research,students can become more
familiar with the short-term and long-term causes,environmental, economic,
social and legal ramifications,and short-term and long-term management
strategies.Through debate,students can engage in dialogue about the
management strategies that are currently being discussed by high-profile
decision-makers.Allow them to use their own knowledge of environment and
ecology to rate whether or not these strategies will really work to resolve the
overall issue.The goal is not the memorization of facts,figures and events,but
the opportunity to engage in environmental issues management—a real-time
process,happening in western Pennsylvania now, that can very well last a
lifetime.

SCHOOLGROUND 
STUDIES 

The “commons” are places and
spaces owned by none, but
available to all. Is your school
campus conserving your
community’s commons, or
adding to a tragedy?  Have your
students assess the following
conditions, prioritizing them and
proposing ways to manage
potential environmental issues in
your community:

• Unnecessary or ineffective
outdoor lighting adding to
light pollution? Can lighting be
turned off or removed, or a
natural buffer be placed
between the campus and your
neighbors?

• High abundance of asphalt
promoting poor water
drainage and surface runoff?
Can a porous or green parking
lot be installed, or wetlands
be added to the grounds to
catch runoff?

• Lack of native trees and
plants enabling wind and
water erosion, and adding to
noise pollution? Can native
habitats be planted to prevent
erosion and buffer the noise?

• Litter or signage detracting
from the natural beauty of
your outdoor environment?
Can you organize ongoing
clean-up days, or education
programs aimed at decreasing
campus litter and/or signage
at its source?

July 2007: Canada Geese Killed in North Park,
Allegheny County
Citing human health threats, property damage and a decrease in park quality,
Allegheny County Parks Department, working with the USDA, reduced the
Canada goose population by 275 through lethal means. The presence of
resident geese at the park is a result of stable breeding habitat , abundance
of food, absence of natural predators, and higher tolerance to humans.  The
decision to use lethal means came after 10 years of using non-lethal controls.
Animal ethics groups are outraged by the decision. The county hopes that this
is a one-time strategy.  Some argue that the void left will simply be filled by
new geese inhabiting the site in the future. 

August 2007 Flash Flooding in Millvale, P A  
Girty’s Run overflows its banks for a second time in four days. This single flood
event damages 200 homes and 45 businesses in Millvale. The technical
cause of flooding was 2.5 inches of rain which fell in the watershed within two
hours, pushing mud and debris into the stream. Several past flood events,
including the Hurricane Ivan flood of 2004, also deposited debris into the
streambed. The US Army Corps of Engineers designed and built a flood
protection strategy in the 1970s, but the system was damaged during the
2004 flood.  Due to the events of Hurricane Katrina, rehabilitation of the
system has been delayed. The plan does not account for over 30 years of new
land development upstream. Technical solutions include stream dredging,
building catch basins, and installing retention ponds. Social solutions include
relocating residents who live in the flood zone. Challenges include continued
upstream development, funding issues, bureaucratic processes, and getting
many different communities to cooperate on a comprehensive management
and prevention plan. 
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Pr ofessional Development

Adult Eco-Series
Forest Succession in Action
Saturday, September 8
Join naturalist Chuck Tague to explore the
fascinating dynamics of ecological
succession.This 2-hour field experience will
provide you with insight into the factors
that affect the location and structure of
western PA’s forest habitats.Along the trails,
you will gain a deeper understanding of
native plant function, early fall foliage, and
winter survival strategies that begin in late
summer.
2 Act 48 hours
$5 per member; $10 per nonmember
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel 
10:00 am—12:00 pm 
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register

ASWP Volunteer Naturalist Training
6 Mondays beginning Monday, September 10
A great opportunity for educators on
sabbatical,pre-service educators,substitutes,
and other part-time teachers to strengthen
their knowledge and skills in environmental
education, this program trains adults to
assist school students (ages 4-18 years) in
understanding and appreciating the natural
habitats and unique species interactions
found in southwestern Pennsylvania.
30 Act 48 Hours
Free
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
9:30 am—2:30 pm
Contact Scott Detwiler at 412-963-6100 ext. 20 for
further information and registration

An Act 48 Approved Provider, Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania (ASWP) utilizes the
resources of our nature reserves, schoolyard habitats, and other natural areas to provide
educational tools and strategies to assist educators in meeting Pennsylvania’s Academic
Standards for Environment & Ecology and Science & Technology. We assist PA certified
teachers to accrue Act 48 hours when they participate in ASWP professional development
courses and support the professional training of those entering the field of environmental
education. 

Environmental Education on the
Schoolgrounds
Saturday, October 6
Preparing for the science PSSA? This workshop
demonstrates how teachers can use the
resources and habitats found on the school
grounds to teach environment and ecology
content in a real life setting.Participants will
take home grade-appropriate resources and
activities. Participants should bring a bag lunch
and dress in layers for indoor/outdoor
explorations.
Audience: K—12 teachers
6 Act 48 hours
$50 
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
9:00 am—3:00 pm
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register

Adult Eco-Series
Leopold Education Project
Saturday, October 20
The Leopold Education Project is an
innovative, interdisciplinary educational
curriculum based on the classic writing of the
renowned conservationist,Aldo Leopold. This
workshop will help you to learn more about
Leopold, his land-ethic philosophy, and
humanity’s ties to the natural world.
Participants will receive a high-quality
curriculum for the classroom or group study.
Audience: Teachers of grades 6—12
4 Act 48 hours
$10 per member; $15 per nonmember
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel 
10:00 am—2:30 pm 
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register
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Pr ofessional Development
Adult Eco-Series
Project FeederWatch Training
Saturday, November 10
Project
FeederWatch,
operated by the
Cornell Lab of
Ornithology in
partnership with
the National
Audubon Society,
Bird Studies
Canada,and
Canadian Nature
Federation, is a
winter-long survey
of birds that visit
feeders at
backyards,nature centers,community areas,
and other locales in North America. ASWP
will prepare you to be a FeederWatcher,
supporting our efforts in this important
citizen science project.
2 Act 48 hours
$4 per member; $5 per nonmember
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel
10:00 am - 12:00 pm 
Contact ASWP at 412-963-6100 to register

Adult EcoSeries are offered monthly throughout the
year. Visit aswp.orgfor additional dates, times, and
topics.

Project Wild
Saturday, November 3 and 
Saturday, November 10, 2007
A nationally-recognized interdisciplinary,
supplementary, environmental, and
conservation program emphasizing wildlife,
Project Wild assists teachers in developing
awareness,knowledge, skills, and
commitment in students which can result in
informed decisions,responsible behavior, and
constructive actions concerning wildlife and
the environment.Through indoor and
outdoor activities at Beechwood Farms
Nature Reserve and the Pittsburgh Zoo and
PPG Aquarium, teachers will become familiar
with those activities which stress awareness
and appreciation of wildlife; diversity of
wildlife values; ecological principles;
management and conservation; people,
cultures and wildlife; trends, issues and
consequences; and responsible human
actions. Participants should bring a bag lunch
and dress for the weather.
1 credit/15 Act 48 Hours
AIU Course—Fee charged

Please note the locations for each day:
Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve, Fox Chapel 
(Nov. 3)
Pittsburgh Zoo and PPG Aquarium (Nov. 10)
8:30 am—4:30 pmboth days
Visit  aiu3.net  for information and registration

Upcoming Classes and Courses for 2008

January Understanding Environmental Issues: Places We Live (6 Act 48 hours)
February Pennsylvania’s Wild Resources Symposium (6.5 Act 48 hours)
February–March LEEAP In!  Linking Environmental Education and Play in Nature 

(credit/hours provided)
March–April Food, Land, and People Workshop (1 credit/15 Act 48 hours)
March–April ASWP Volunteer Naturalist Training (30 Act 48 hours)
April PA Songbirds Workshop (1 credit/15 Act 48 hours)
May Amazing Insects Workshop (1 credit/15 Act 48 hours)
May Schoolground Habitat Enhancement and Restoration Symposium 

(6.5 Act 48 hours)
June Natural History for Educators Course (2 credits/30 Act 48 hours)
July Understanding Your Watersheds and Wetlands Course 

(2 credits/30 Act 48 hours)



Acr oss the State

LEEAP IN!EE
AA Conference LinkingConference Linking

EnvironmentEnvironment alal
Education Education 

and Play in Natureand Play in Nature

PPAEE Conference 2008AEE Conference 2008

• Human Health and
the Environment

• Best Practices in the
Field

• Outdoor Family Fun

• EE in the Classroom

Conference Links

Pre-Conference 
Thursday , February 28

Conference 
Friday , February 29 –

Sunday , March 2

Antiochian Village
Bolivar, PA

6 miles north of historic Ligonier

Pennsylv ania 

Associa tion of

En vir onmental 

Educa tor s

Registration information:

www.paee.net
412-963-6100 x24
724-805-2298



Special Opportunities

ASWP AWARD CAN PUT YOUR SCHOOLGROUND 
IN THE SPOTLIGHT

ASWP’s Schoolground Habitat Merit Awards recognize
schools that demonstrate significant achievement in
schoolground habitat enhancement and curricular
connections. Award applications are available at aswp.org.
Awards will be presented at the next Schoolground Habitat
Enhancement and Restoration Symposium, scheduled for
May 2008. 



Fr om Schoolgr ound to Classr oom
Students Connect to Their Community,
Learn to Shape Growth and Change

to national and state education standards in
social studies and science.

The activities and resources in the module were
developed over several years by teams of
educators,technical experts,and resource
management professionals lead by an advisory
group. The materials were pilot-tested by high
school teachers in classrooms across the
country. Support for the module was provided
by the American Planning Association,The
Dunn Foundation, Ford Foundation, National
Park Service,Urban Land Institute, and USDA
Forest Service.

Comprehensive background information for
educators provides an overview of the topics
covered and helps teachers lead the activities.
Each activity includes more in-depth
information on specific topics, case studies,
resources,instruction for conducting
community investigations, and technology
enhancements to enrich the lessons.Additional
resources and case studies are available from
searchable online databases available at PLT’s
website www.plt.org.

Recognized for 30 years as a leader in
environmental education,PLT teaches students
how to think, not what to think about our
environment. PLT enhances critical thinking,
problem solving, and effective decision-making
skills, and teaches individuals to weigh various
sides of an environmental issue to make
informed and responsible decisions.

Project Learning Tree® (PLT), the
environmental education program of the
American Forest Foundation,has developed
new supplementary education materials for
grades 9-12 to develop their sense of place
and provide opportunities for community
investigations that focus on environmental,
social, and economic issues.You can obtain a
copy of PLT’s Exploring Environmental
Issues: Places We Live module by attending
ASWP’s professional development workshop
in January 2008.

All communities—urban, suburban, small
town, and rural—are experiencing growth
and change.In 1970, the U.S.population was
approximately 205 million; today it is
approaching 300 million; and by 2040, it is
expected to reach 391 million.Change is
inevitable, and how a community chooses to
develop can profoundly impact community
character, environmental quality, public
health, sense of place,and quality of life.
PLT’s new secondary module Exploring
Environmental Issues: Places We Live
connects students to the places they live so
they will care about and influence the
decisions being made about those places.
Eight inquiry-based activities get students
exploring their own neighborhoods, learning
about their community’s development and
appearance through time,and involved in
local community action projects.

Places We Live is an interdisciplinary,
supplemental curriculum designed for formal
and non-formal educators working with
students in grades 9-12,but can be easily
adapted for adult or middle school audiences.
The activities address concepts in social
studies,geography, civics, language arts,
health, and science.Activities are correlated




