
 
 

Earth Day Coincides With Heated Debates Over Environmental Rules 
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An oil spill in California was behind the creation of the first Earth Day in 1970. Now, 41 years later, 

the worst oil disaster in the nation’s history, along with rising greenhouse gas emissions and budget 

battles dominate America’s debate over the environment.   

 

The theme of Earth Day 2011 is “a billion acts of green,” and organizers are calling on every 

individual to do one small thing in their lives, such as switching to energy efficient light bulbs or 

walking instead of driving, to improve the planet.  

 

Earth Day participants around the world are planting 1 million trees, drawing up plans for green 

schools, and celebrating sports through Athletes for the Earth.  

 

Environmental catastrophes inspired official Earth Day  

 

On Jan. 28, 1969, an oil well blowout near Santa Barbara, Calif. leaked more than 200,000 gallons of 

oil into the ocean for 11 days. The damage done to California’s coastline and the massive scope of 

the cleanup effort led to reforms in the energy industry, such as the National Environmental Policy 

Act which requires the federal government to do a detailed assessment before approving 

potentially hazardous projects like offshore oil drilling.  

 

Later that same year, industrial chemicals along Ohio’s Cuyahoga river caught fire on the surface of 

the water, making it look like the river was on fire.  

 

Images of blackened coastlines and flaming rivers led to a heightened awareness among the 

American public about the fragility of the environment. 

 

In early 1970, Gaylord Nelson, a U.S. Senator from Wisconsin, took note of these shifting attitudes 

toward the environment and hired 25-year-old Denis Hayes to organize a national “teach in” on the 

subject. Hayes teamed with other young people to organize the first national environmental 

movement.  

 

On April 22, 1970, 20 million people responded to Hayes’ and Gaylord’s movement and rallied for 

environmental awareness. It remains the largest demonstration in American history and was the 

first-ever Earth Day. 

 

 



Energy production tops today’s environmental concerns 

 

In the years since the first Earth Day demonstration, the activities have changed, but the source of 

the main environmental issues facing the country remains very much the same. Energy production 

and consumption continues to cause the most pollution and pose the greatest dangers to the 

American ecosystem. 

 

The Deepwater Horizon oil rig explosion which took place a year ago off the Gulf coast, is the most 

disastrous oil spill in the nation’s history - about 200 million gallons of oil spewed from the 

damaged well before it could be capped.  

 

Similar to the Santa Barbara oil spill of 1969, images of oil-covered animals and damaged coastline 

prompted strong reactions and debates over offshore oil drilling. However, today’s businesses and 

policymakers remain largely divided over how to meet America’s energy needs. 

 

“The oil will be drilled,” Kenneth Green, a resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute told 

the NewsHour during the Gulf oil leak. “We need to find ways to keep it from our shore. We need to 

improve our technology and ability to prevent oil from moving to the shores and learn how to use 

this material safely, because we are going to use it.” 

 

Daniel Weiss, director of climate strategy for the Center for American Progress, disagreed. He said, 

“We have put off for too long addressing our long-term dependence on oil, both foreign and 

domestic. The tragedy in the Gulf isn't a wakeup call. It's a sonic boom. And what we need to do is to 

dramatically reduce our oil use.” 

 

Debates rage over greenhouse gas regulation and EPA funding 

 

Congress has the authority to create and change laws having to do with the environment, and the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is the government agency responsible for overseeing and 

implementing those laws. Recently, lawmakers have disagreed sharply over whether to create 

legislation to combat greenhouse gas emissions and how much money to give to the EPA. 

 

In 2010, a bill that would have created a cap-and-trade system, which would involve companies 

buying credits to emit carbon pollution, failed in the Senate when Democrats and Republicans 

couldn’t agree on how many restrictions should be placed on businesses.  

 

The Obama administration then turned to the EPA to regulate greenhouse gases, which contribute 

to the warming of the planet. The Republican-led House of Representatives voted to strip the EPA of 

that authority. 

 

In budget negotiations that almost led to a government shutdown, Congress cut funding to the EPA 

by $1.6 billion, a significant sum according to most analysts. 

 



 “These cuts give us the opportunity to take a close look at how the agency is spending its dramatic 

increases in funding and look at whether the regulations it is putting out are appropriate.” said Rep. 

Mike Simpson (R-Idaho), who supports the cuts. 

 

The advocacy group Environment America sharply criticized the funding cuts, calling them an 

"assault on protections of our air and water" that will “compromise public health.”  

 

- Compiled by Veronica DeVore for NewsHour Extra 
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Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension  

Student Worksheet (reading comprehension and discussion questions without answers) 
 

 

INITIATING QUESTIONS  

 

1. Where do humans get energy and electricity from? 

 

 

2. What is Earth Day? Do you do anything to recognize it? If so, what? 

 

 

3. What is the Environmental Protection Agency? What is it responsible for? 

 

 

READING COMPREHENSION 

 

1. What environmental disaster was behind the creation of the first Earth Day in 

1970? 

 

 

 

2. What is the theme of Earth Day 2011 and what are organizers asking people to 

do? 

 

 

 

3. How many gallons of oil leaked into the ocean during the 1969 California oil 

spill? 

 

 

 

4. How many people responded to the Earth Day movement and rallied for 

environmental awareness? 

 

 

 



5. What are two of the main environmental issues facing the U.S.? 

 

 

 

6. What is the most disastrous oil spill in U.S. history?  

 

 

 

7. What have lawmakers disagreed sharply over in regards to environmental 

legislation?  

 

 

 

8. What did the Republican-led House of Representative vote to strip the EPA 

authority over? 

 

 

 

9. How much funding did Congress cut to the EPA’s budget this year? 

 

 

 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

1. Outline the positions of the two experts quoted in the third section of the story. 

Which of their opinions on offshore drilling do you most agree with? Why? 

 

 

2. Do you think the environmentalist movement in America has grown stronger or 

weaker since the 20 million person march on the first Earth Day in 1970? Why? 

 

 

3. Why do you think Congress is so divided over how much money to give to the 

EPA?  

 

 

4. What do you think are the most important environmental issues and causes? 

Why? How would you address them? 
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PROCEDURE  

 

1. WARM UP  
Use initiating questions to introduce the topic and find out how much your students 

know.  

 

2. MAIN ACTIVITY  
Have students read NewsHour Extra's feature story and answer the reading 

comprehension and discussion questions on the student handout.  

 

3. DISCUSSION  
Use discussion questions to encourage students to think about how the issues outlined in 

the story affect their lives and express and debate different opinions. 

 

INITIATING QUESTIONS  

 

1. Where do humans get energy and electricity from? 

2. What is Earth Day? Do you do anything to recognize it? If so, what? 

3. What is the Environmental Protection Agency? What is it responsible for? 

 

READING COMPREHENSION 

 

1. What environmental disaster was behind the creation of the first Earth Day in 

1970? 

An oil spill in California was behind the creation of the first Earth Day in 

1970. 

 

2. What is the theme of Earth Day 2011 and what are organizers asking people to 

do? 

The theme of Earth Day 2011 is “a billion acts of green,” and organizers are 

calling on every individual to do one small thing in their lives, such as 

switching to energy efficient light bulbs or walking instead of driving, to 

improve the planet. 



3. How many gallons of oil leaked into the ocean during the 1969 California oil 

spill? 

More than 200,000 

 

4. How many people responded to the Earth Day movement and rallied for 

environmental awareness? 

20 million 

 

5. What are two of the main environmental issues facing the U.S.? 

Energy production and consumption continues to cause the most pollution 

and pose the greatest dangers to the American ecosystem. 

 

6. What is the most disastrous oil spill in U.S. history?  

The Deepwater Horizon oil rig explosion which took place a year ago off the 

Gulf coast, is the most disastrous oil spill in the nation’s history - about 200 

million gallons of oil spewed from the damaged well before it could be 

capped. 

 

7. What have lawmakers disagreed sharply over in regards to environmental 

legislation?  

Recently, lawmakers have disagreed sharply over whether to create 

legislation to combat greenhouse gas emissions and how much money to give 

to the EPA. 

 

8. What did the Republican-led House of Representative vote to strip the EPA 

authority over? 

The Obama administration then turned to the EPA to regulate greenhouse 

gases, which contribute to the warming of the planet. The Republican-led 

House of Representatives voted to strip the EPA of that authority. 

 

9. How much funding did Congress cut to the EPA’s budget this year? 

$1.6 billion 

 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

1. Outline the positions of the two experts quoted in the third section of the 

story. Which of their opinions on offshore drilling do you most agree with? 

Why? 

2. Do you think the environmentalist movement in America has grown stronger 

or weaker since the 20 million person march on the first Earth Day in 1970? 

Why? 

3. Why do you think Congress is so divided over how much money to give to the 

EPA?  

4. What do you think are the most important environmental issues and causes? 

Why? How would you address them? 




