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Professor Robert Foran 

Miami Dade College, WOlfson Campus 

Business 

Economics Lesson:  Environmental Quality Is a Choice 

 General Education Goal(s)/Learning Outcomes For Microeconomics:  The 

general education goal of microeconomics includes the development of 

skills to evaluate and process numerical data and solve problems.  

Additionally, this lesson will promote skills among students to demonstrate 

knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in society and 

describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans 

on the environment. 

 Objective: The student will identify two or more examples of the tragedy of 

the commons and distinguish among explicit and implicit opportunity costs 

in the context of resource overuse. 

 Competency:  At the end of this lesson, the student will demonstrate 

knowledge of resource scarcity and skills to evaluate opportunity costs 

(with a particular consideration for the environmental context).   

 Setting:  150 minutes, face-to-face class. 

 Required Resources:  Projector, screen, computer, and internet. 

Pre-Session Required Reading:   

 Public Goods and Common Resources, Mankiw, Microeconomics, Chapter 11  

 First Do No Harm, Kaza, Reconnecting With Earth, Session 3 

Key Terms: (15 minutes)   

 Scarcity 

 Opportunity Costs 

 Rational 

 Tragedy of the Commons 

 Market Failure 

 Overuse 

 Incentives 

Key Points: (50 minutes) 

1. Economic analysis begins with recognition of scarcity. 

 Anything with more than one valued use is considered scarce. 

 Resources include labor, land (environmentally based), capital, and entrepreneurship.  These limited 

and scarce productive inputs have alternative uses 
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 The relative scarcity of any resource reflects the demand and supply of the resource in a given time 

and place, not of its absolute (or limited) quantity. 

2. Scarcity forces people to choose. 

 At any given moment, the full needs and wants for goods and services cannot be met. 

 Different methods can be used to allocate scarce goods and services.  

3.  Economics assumes that humans make rational choices.  

 People’s choices about the environment are rational choices, based on their perceptions of the costs 

and benefits of the alternatives.   

 They will select the alternative that they perceive to have the greatest excess of benefits over costs.  

4.  There are no costless choices. 

 All choices, including those dealing with the environment, bear opportunity costs. 

 Choosing to use resources in a particular way means accepting the opportunity cost – the benefits 

associated with the “next-best” alternative use that was not selected. 

5.  At times, markets will fail in the resource distribution choice process because: 

 Some costs can be placed on others, an externality. 

 All the facts are not known, or information is not even. 

 The costs and benefits present at different times. 

6.  Environmental context examples of market failure include: 

 Oceans 

 Atmosphere 

7. Resource management decisions are made by people, acting individually or in groups. 

 People value things, including environmental amenities, differently. 

 People’s values influence their willingness to accept opportunity costs, and therefore, influence their 

choices about resource use. 

8. Conclusion: The environment is an economic good. 

 It is scarce. 

 People’s choices about the environment impose opportunity costs. 

 People’s choices about the environment are rational. 
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 People respond to incentives in making choices about the environment. 

Activities: (55 minutes)  

 Play 41 minute video The Last Fish - Our Exhausted Seas - 

Documentary on Overfishing and Dwindling Fish Stocks Available at 

videohttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQoVQRqQhlI 

 Play  14 minute video The Devastating Effects of Pollution in China 

(Part 1/2) Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q4DtOhe2LfQ 

Assessment/Group Activity: (30 minutes) 

 Divide students into groups of three. 

 Ask each group to identify an environment resource. 

 Instruct groups to value the environment resource distinguishing 

among explicit valuations (rents) and implicit assignments. 

 


