
This outline offers suggestions for the elements of a talk on the potential impacts of climate
change in the western mountains and plains region. You are encouraged to develop your own
personal talk based on the materials in the Climate Change, Wildlife, and Wildlands toolkit; this
outline is merely intended to provide ideas. You also may use the ideas in this outline to help you
weave the topic of climate change into your talks on other subjects.

Western Mountains 
and Plains

Visual Aids
� Trail cards of pintail duck, cutthroat

trout, alpine meadow from the
Climate Change, Wildlife, and
Wildlands toolkit

� Flash card of Boulder Glacier in
Glacier National Park printed out from
the CD-ROM and laminated, if desired

� Global warming wheel card supplied
with Climate Change, Wildlife, and
Wildlands toolkit 

Recommended 
Sites for Talk
Alpine glacier areas such as those in Glacier
National Park, Olympic National Park, or
North Cascades National Park. Ideas and
approaches in this outline also may be
modified for classroom discussions on
climate change, glaciers, and mountain
ecosystems.
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Goals
� To help visitors appreciate that global

climate change is a serious issue that
may affect life and the physical
environment in the western mountains
and plains.

� To help visitors realize that they can be
part of the solution, rather than only
part of the problem.

Objectives 
� Visitors will be able to explain the

potential magnitude and significance 
of changes in nature.

� Visitors will be able to explain why
many scientists believe that humans
are contributing to changes in climate
that may have significant and long-
lasting impacts on plants and wildlife.

� Visitors will be able to name at least
two species of wildlife and two natural
features (e.g., glaciers and alpine
meadows) that may be affected by
climate change.

� Visitors will be able to decide whether
they believe their actions contribute to
climate change and whether they want
to help slow it.

� Visitors will be able to list at least two
actions people can choose to take if
they want to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions.

Theme
Change is a natural feature of the
environment, but not all changes are
natural. Many scientists believe that
human actions are exacerbating changes 
in climate that may have serious impacts
on ecosystems in the western mountains
and plains.

Introduction 
(sections in bboolldd iittaalliiccss are suggested
language for talk)

� Begin with an attention-grabber, such
as a personal story or an anecdote that
helps the audience relate personally to
the landscape around them. Work in
“universals”—values and concepts
everyone can relate to, such as family,
tradition, natural beauty, etc.

� On a trail leading up to a mountain
glacier, point out evidence of past
glacial extent, such as cirques (steep-
walled hollows in a mountainside
formed by glacial erosion). Describe
the mountains’ geologic history and

how glaciers have expanded and
receded repeatedly over geologic time.
(You will need a reference guide to
your particular park for this
information.) 

� Ask the audience: WWhhyy aarreenn’’tt tthhee 
ggllaacciieerrss ddoowwnn hheerree aatt tthhiiss aallttiittuuddee aannyy
mmoorree?? WWhhaatt wwoouulldd ccaauussee aa ggllaacciieerr ttoo
eexxppaanndd oorr ccoonnttrraacctt?? (If nobody
answers right away, prod the audience
with questions about why snow and ice
appear in the winter and disappear 
in the spring.) Answer: changes in 
climate—specifically, changes in
temperature and precipitation.

Transition
� If historical data are available on the

extent of mountain glaciers in your
park, use a map to help visitors visualize
the area formerly covered by mountain
glaciers compared with their size today.

� Hold up the flash card showing how
Boulder Glacier in Glacier National Park
looked in the 1930s compared with how
it looked in the 1980s. AAss yyoouu ccaann sseeee,,
BBoouullddeerr GGllaacciieerr hhaass bbeeeenn sshhrriinnkkiinngg
rraappiiddllyy oovveerr tthhee ppaasstt 7700 yyeeaarrss.. IInn ffaacctt,,
tthhee ppaarrkk’’ss llaarrggeesstt ggllaacciieerrss aarree nnooww oonnllyy
aabboouutt aa tthhiirrdd ooff tthhee ssiizzee tthheeyy wweerree iinn
11885500.. MMoouunnttaaiinn ggllaacciieerrss iinn mmaannyy ootthheerr
ppaarrttss ooff tthhee wwoorrlldd aarree sshhrriinnkkiinngg,, ttoooo..
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SScciieennttiissttss nnooww bbeelliieevvee tthhaatt BBoouullddeerr
GGllaacciieerr,, aalloonngg wwiitthh aallll tthhee ootthheerr
mmoouunnttaaiinn ggllaacciieerrss iinn GGllaacciieerr NNaattiioonnaall
PPaarrkk,, wwiillll pprroobbaabbllyy ddiissaappppeeaarr wwiitthhiinn tthhee
nneexxtt 3300 yyeeaarrss.. WWhhyy mmiigghhtt tthhiiss bbee
hhaappppeenniinngg?? (Correct answer: global
warming.)

Body of Talk
� CChhaannggeess iinn cclliimmaattee ooccccuurr nnaattuurraallllyy..

TThheeyy hhaavvee bbeeeenn hhaappppeenniinngg ffoorr aass lloonngg
aass tthhee EEaarrtthh hhaass hhaadd aa cclliimmaattee.. BBuutt
mmaannyy sscciieennttiissttss bbeelliieevvee tthhaatt tthhee
cchhaannggeess uunnddeerrwwaayy ttooddaayy aarree ddiiffffeerreenntt..
TThheeyy bbeelliieevvee tthhaatt hhuummaannss aarree
aacccceelleerraattiinngg tthhee rraattee ooff cchhaannggee bbyy
ccoonnttrriibbuuttiinngg ttoo aa gglloobbaall wwaarrmmiinngg
ttrreenndd.. Explain what global warming is
and how it happens. (This information
may be found in the Western
Mountains and Plains case study and
the basic and advanced fact sheets.) 

� MMeellttiinngg ggllaacciieerrss aarreenn’’tt tthhee oonnllyy ppoossssiibbllee
eeffffeecctt ooff gglloobbaall wwaarrmmiinngg iinn tthhiiss rreeggiioonn..
Describe impacts on cold water fish,
alpine meadows, and ducks. (This
information may be found in the
Western Mountains and Plains case
study.) Use trail cards of alpine
meadow, pintail duck, and cutthroat
trout from the toolkit to show images
of affected species and explain briefly

why global warming would affect each
of them. 

� DDoo yyoouu wwaanntt ttoo sseeee tthhee ppaarrkk cchhaannggee iinn
tthheessee wwaayyss?? IIss tthheerree aannyytthhiinngg wwee ccaann
ddoo aabboouutt iitt?? Discuss how everyone
contributes to global warming and
everyone can be part of the solution.
Explain that people’s choices can have
an effect on the atmosphere and
climate for decades into the future.

� Ask the audience to suggest ways to
reduce their own emissions. Be
prepared with your own suggestions in
case people have trouble coming up
with ideas. Suggestions might include
using energy more efficiently at home
(e.g., buying energy-efficient ENERGY
STAR® appliances, replacing
incandescent light bulbs with compact
fluorescents wherever practical), taking
public transportation or walking when
possible, and buying products
manufactured from recycled
materials—such as recycled paper or
fleece clothing made from recycled
plastic bottles.

� Bring out the global warming wheel card
and choose a volunteer to answer
questions about his/her household’s
home energy use, transportation habits,
and waste practices to come up with a
rough estimate of the household’s

greenhouse gas emissions. Then flip over
the card to show how the household
could reduce emissions by taking the
actions shown on the wheel card.

Conclusion
� CChhaannggee iiss ppaarrtt ooff lliiffee,, aanndd ssoommee cclliimmaattee

cchhaannggee iiss nnaattuurraall.. BBuutt iitt aappppeeaarrss tthhaatt
bbyy bbuurrnniinngg ffoossssiill ffuueellss,, wwee hhuummaannss aarree
ccoonnttrriibbuuttiinngg ttoo rraappiidd cchhaannggeess tthhaatt mmaayy
ttaakkee ppllaaccee ffaasstteerr——aanndd ppeerrhhaappss oonn aa
ggrreeaatteerr ssccaallee——tthhaann tthhee nnaattuurraall
cchhaannggeess wwee wwoouulldd eexxppeecctt ttoo eexxppeerriieennccee
iinn tthhiiss rreeggiioonn oovveerr tthhee nneexxtt sseevveerraall
hhuunnddrreedd yyeeaarrss..

� WWee hhaavvee ttoo ddeecciiddee wwhheetthheerr tthheessee
hhuummaann--iinndduucceedd cchhaannggeess aarree
aacccceeppttaabbllee,, aanndd hhooww mmuucchh cchhaannggee wwee
aarree wwiilllliinngg ttoo ttoolleerraattee bbeeffoorree wwee aacctt..

� WWee ccaann’’tt llooookk iinnttoo aa ccrryyssttaall bbaallll aanndd
kknnooww ffoorr ssuurree wwhhaatt tthhee ffuuttuurree wwiillll
bbrriinngg.. BBuutt tthhee mmaajjoorriittyy ooff sscciieennttiissttss
ttooddaayy bbeelliieevvee tthhaatt hhuummaann--iinndduucceedd
gglloobbaall wwaarrmmiinngg iiss ffoorr rreeaall aanndd tthhaatt
mmaannyy ooff tthhee iimmppaaccttss wwee’’vvee ddiissccuusssseedd
ttooddaayy wwiillll bbee ccaauusseedd bbyy oouurr aaccttiioonnss,, 
oouurr cchhooiicceess..

� CClliimmaattee cchhaannggee iiss aa pprroobblleemm tthhaatt ccaann
bbee aalllleevviiaatteedd bbyy iinnddiivviidduuaall aaccttiioonnss..
EEvveerryy oonnee ooff uuss ccoonnttrriibbuutteess ttoo gglloobbaall
wwaarrmmiinngg,, aanndd eevveerryy oonnee ooff uuss ccaann

3
CClliimmaattee CChhaannggee,, WWiillddlliiffee,, aanndd WWiillddllaannddssCClliimmaattee CChhaannggee,, WWiillddlliiffee,, aanndd WWiillddllaannddss

TTrraaiill TTaallkk –– WWeesstteerrnn MMoouunnttaaiinnss aanndd PPllaaiinnss



mmaakkee aa ddiiffffeerreennccee.. TThhiiss iissnn’’tt jjuusstt aann
iissssuuee ffoorr bbiigg ccoommppaanniieess aanndd eelleeccttrriicc
uuttiilliittiieess aanndd ggoovveerrnnmmeennttss.. IIff wwee aallll aacctt
ttoo rreedduuccee oouurr eemmiissssiioonnss,, wwee ccaann hheellpp
rreedduuccee tthhee iimmppaaccttss ooff cclliimmaattee cchhaannggee
oonn bbeeaauuttiiffuull ppllaacceess lliikkee tthhiiss..

� IIss iitt iimmppoorrttaanntt ttoo yyoouu ttoo kknnooww tthhaatt
ffuuttuurree ggeenneerraattiioonnss ooff hhiikkeerrss ccoouulldd ssttiillll
ccoommee ttoo aa ppllaaccee lliikkee GGllaacciieerr NNaattiioonnaall
PPaarrkk aanndd ffiinndd ggllaacciieerrss iinn tthhee mmoouunnttaaiinnss
aanndd ttrroouutt iinn tthhee ssttrreeaammss?? IIss iitt
iimmppoorrttaanntt eennoouugghh ttoo wwaarrrraanntt cchhaannggeess
iinn yyoouurr lliiffeessttyyllee iinn oorrddeerr ttoo aavvooiidd
eennvviirroonnmmeennttaall cchhaannggeess iinn tthhee ffuuttuurree??
TThhee rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess ooff sstteewwaarrddsshhiipp aarree
bbeeccoommiinngg mmoorree ccoommpplliiccaatteedd tthhaann tthheeyy
uusseedd ttoo bbee.. AAtt oonnee ttiimmee,, ssiimmppllyy
ccoonnsseerrvviinngg llaanndd aanndd wwaatteerr mmaayy hhaavvee
bbeeeenn eennoouugghh.. BBuutt nnooww wwee nneeeedd ttoo ssttaarrtt
tthhiinnkkiinngg aabboouutt tthhee aattmmoosspphheerree aass wweellll..
MMaayybbee oouurr aaccttiioonnss,, aanndd tthhoossee ooff oouurr
nneeiigghhbboorrss,, ccoommmmuunniittiieess,, aanndd nnaattiioonnss,,
ccaann hheellpp ssllooww tthhee cchhaannggeess ttoo ggllaacciieerrss
aanndd ssttrreeaammss iinn GGllaacciieerr NNaattiioonnaall PPaarrkk..

� DDoo wwee wwaanntt ttoo eexxppeerriimmeenntt wwiitthh oouurr
aattmmoosspphheerree aanndd oouurr ppllaanneett ttoo ffiinndd oouutt
iiff oouurr aaccttiioonnss iinnddeeeedd hhaavvee aa lloonngg--
llaassttiinngg iimmppaacctt oonn tthhee eennvviirroonnmmeenntt??

4
CClliimmaattee CChhaannggee,, WWiillddlliiffee,, aanndd WWiillddllaannddssCClliimmaattee CChhaannggee,, WWiillddlliiffee,, aanndd WWiillddllaannddss

TTrraaiill TTaallkk –– WWeesstteerrnn MMoouunnttaaiinnss aanndd PPllaaiinnss

Resources
� Climate Change, Wildlife, and Wildlands toolkit

� EPA’s global warming site: www.epa.gov/globalwarming

� EPA state fact sheets: www.epa.gov/globalwarming/impacts/stateimp/

http://www.epa.gov/globalwarming/
http://www.epa.gov/globalwarming/impacts/stateimp/
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