
National Wildlife Week   ►   March 17-23, 2014   ►   www.nwf.org/nationalwildlifeweek  

 
 
Objectives 
Students will be able to: 
• Identify differences 

between two newspaper 
articles written about the 
same subject 

• Define “biased” and 
identify bias 

• Discuss the controversy 
that surrounded the 
proposal to build an 
airport in the Great 
Swamp in the early 
1960s 

 
Grade Level 
3-8 
 
Time to Complete 
One class session 
 
Subjects 
Science, social studies 
 
Materials 
• Copies of the articles 
• Paper 
• Pens or pencils  
  

 

The Great Swamp Debate 
 
 
Summary 
 
In this activity students will analyze two articles written about an environmental 
controversy. 
 
 
Procedure 
 

1. Project the questions provided under “Analyzing the Articles” on the board or 
copy them onto a chalkboard or piece of easel paper. Then pass out copies of 
the articles. Explain that the two articles on the page represent a real 
environmental controversy. The controversy began in 1959 when a 
transportation agency for New York and New Jersey, called the Port Authority, 
came up with a proposal to build a huge airport. 
 

2. Tell the kids they’ll find out later how the controversy was resolved. But first 
they’ll be finding out more about it by reading the two articles you passed out 
and by answering some questions about them. Tell the kids that the articles 
aren’t real, and neither are the quotes or names given in them. But the 
circumstances we’ve presented concerning the proposed airport, along with 
the controversy it raised, are true. 

 
3. When everyone has finished reading the articles, tell the kids to draw a line 

down the middle of a blank sheet of paper. Have them write “Article 1” at the 
top of one column and “Article 2” at the top of the other. Then give them time 
to answer the questions. Explain that they’ll be answering questions one, two, 
and three for both Article 1 and Article 2. Have the students answer questions 
four and five on the other side of their papers.  

 
4. Discuss the answers to the questions with the class. While you’re going over 

the answers, discuss why it can be difficult for people to find out all the facts 
about an issue. One reason for this is that the news sometimes presents 
information in a biased way. Ask the kids if they know what the word “biased” 
means, then ask if they think either of the articles is biased. (Both are. Article 1 
doesn’t present any of the disadvantages of building the airport in the Great 
Swamp, and Article 2 doesn’t present any of the advantages. That's not to say that the information 
presented in either of the articles is necessarily wrong—it’s just incomplete.) But even though it may be 
difficult to know all of the facts, people still must make decisions—decisions that often affect other people, 
wildlife, and other natural resources. Solving environmental problems isn’t an easy job. Like all 
environmental issues, wetland issues can be very complex. That’s why it’s important to try to find the least 
biased information available and to carefully consider all of the alternatives.  
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5. Now tell the students what finally happened in the airport/Great Swamp controversy. Here’s a synopsis: 
 

The airport was never built. Instead, three nearby airports—Kennedy, LaGuardia, and Newark—were 
remodeled and/or expanded. The increased air travel that the Port Authority claimed would occur turned 
out to be not as dramatic as the figures predicted. The Great Swamp Committee managed to raise enough 
money to buy the Great Swamp, and they donated it to the United States Government in 1964. It was 
established as a National Wildlife Refuge, National Natural Landmark, and Wilderness Area, which 
permanently protected it from development. Today it serves not only as a sanctuary for wildlife but also as a 
recreation area for bird watchers, hikers, nature photographers, and others. And biologists and other 
researchers use the Great Swamp as an outdoor “lab.” 
 
To learn about the current status of the Great Swamp, see the links in the Resources section. 

 
 
Analyzing the Articles—Questions  
 
1. Does the article discuss any advantages of building the airport on the chosen site? If so, list them. 
 
2. Does the article discuss any disadvantages of building the airport on the chosen site? If so, list them. 
 
3. Which of the following attitudes does the article seem to have toward swamps? 

a. swamps are valuable in their natural state 
b. swamps aren’t worth much in their natural state 

 
4. After reading the two articles, which of the following would you say is the main problem that needs to be 

solved? 
a. whether to build the airport in New York or in New Jersey 
b. whether or not the airport should be built in the Great Swamp 
c. how big the airport should be 
d. how far the airport should be from New York City 

 
5. Can you think of any compromises or alternatives to the issue of whether or not an airport should be built on 

the proposed site?  
 
 
Answers 
 
1. b 
2. Article #1—yes (would make a “useless swamp” useful to people; could help businesses grow, which would 

increase economic growth for Morris County; would create jobs); Article #2—no  
3. Article  #1—no; Article #2—yes (would be difficult and costly to develop the swamp; would increase pollution 

and noise levels; existing roads might not be able to handle the additional traffic; schools, houses, and other 
buildings might have to be destroyed; plants and animals would lose their habitat; the water supply in the area 
might suffer). 

4. Article #1—b; Article #2—a  
5. Other airports could be remodeled or enlarged; another site might be less costly and less 

environmentally damaging to develop; and so on. 
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Resources 
 

• Great Swamp National Wildlife Refuge: http://www.fws.gov/refuge/great_swamp/ 
• Conserving Great Swamp: http://usfwsnortheast.wordpress.com/2013/03/15/conserving-great-swamp-

how-helen-fenske-helped-establish-a-refuge/ 
• The Great Swamp: http://www.nj.com/insidejersey/index.ssf/2009/02/the_great_swamp.html 

 
 
Adapted from “The Great Swamp Debate,” from Ranger Rick’s NatureScope--Wading Into Wetlands, National Wildlife 
Federation, 1989. 

http://www.fws.gov/refuge/great_swamp/
http://usfwsnortheast.wordpress.com/2013/03/15/conserving-great-swamp-how-helen-fenske-helped-establish-a-refuge/
http://usfwsnortheast.wordpress.com/2013/03/15/conserving-great-swamp-how-helen-fenske-helped-establish-a-refuge/
http://www.nj.com/insidejersey/index.ssf/2009/02/the_great_swamp.html
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ARTICLE 1 
 

New Airport Need in Jersey 
 
New York—The Port Authority, a transportation agency for New York and New 
Jersey, held a meeting here yesterday. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss 
plans for a new major airport to be built in the New York-New Jersey area. Ed 
Warren, a speaker for the Port Authority, explained that the airport will satisfy 
the growing need for more air travel services in the region. 
 
The airport would need a large, level site, and one that’s fairly close to New York 
City. “We’ve studied fifteen possible sites,” said Warren, “and we think we’ve 
found the perfect location.” Warren reported that the preferred site is in Morris 
County, New Jersey. “It’s nothing but a big swamp right now, but it will be very 
useful to a lot of people once the airport gets underway.” 
 
Port Authority figures show that the other major airports in the area will soon 
have more business than they can handle. In the next five years, business is 
expected to double. And in fifteen years, it could increase by as much as three to 
four times its current level. 
 
Discount store owner John Landis commented on the favorable effects the airport 
would have on stores, restaurants, and hotels located near it. “Our business will 
increase—no doubt about it,” he said. “And that means more economic growth 
for Morris County.” 
 
Labor leader Tom Hines agreed. “Thousands of new jobs will open up when 
building begins,” he added. “There will be new opportunities for planners and 
construction workers. And once the airport opens there will be even more jobs. 
The airport will need ticket checkers, air traffic controllers, maintenance workers, 
and many, many others. Plus, the new airport will attract all kinds of new 
businesses around it.” 
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ARTICLE 2 
 

Great Swamp in Danger 
 
Morristown, New Jersey—Scientists, naturalists, and concerned citizens met here 
yesterday to discuss the plan for a new major airport to be built in the Great 
Swamp of Morris County. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss what can be 
done to prevent the building of the airport.  
 
Sam Brown, a long-time resident of Morris County presented facts from several 
scientific reports. “The reports indicate that building the airport in the Great 
Swamp will cause more problems than it will solve,” he said. According to the 
reports, the swamp area would be very difficult and costly to develop. “It’s going 
to cost a lot of money to drain out the swamp water and keep it out,” Brown said. 
 
Increased noise and pollution to communities near the swamp were cited as 
other problems that the airport would cause. Many people also feel that existing 
roads will not be able to handle the added traffic to and from New York. 
 
Tina Shore, another Morris County resident, pointed out that many homes, 
churches, and schools near the proposed airport site would probably have to be 
destroyed to make way for the huge airport. “It would affect thousands of 
people,” she said. “And it might affect the water supply in the area.” 
 
University biology professor Judy Dayton talked about the history and biology of 
the Great Swamp. “The swamp is left over from the last Ice Age, when the area 
was part of a glacial lake. It’s home to many plants and animals,” Dayton 
explained. “Building the airport here would destroy their special habitat. And 
many wouldn’t be able to adapt to new surroundings.” “I grew up with the 
swamp as my playground,” said Allen Jones, a local high school student. “The 
Great Swamp has a lot to teach us all,” he added. 
 

 


