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Overall theme 

The Earth 

On one of the last pictures sent back by the Voyager 2 probe as it left the Solar System, 

experts managed to identify our planet – as a tiny blue dot. This distinct colour, so familiar 
when we look at satellite photos, is due to a phenomenon unique in our Solar System:  the 
chemical composition of the atmosphere, which we owe for the very existence of biological 
life on Earth. 

The main portion of our globe, i.e. the ground under our feet, is situated beneath that 
protective layer. These two geophysical masses, rock and atmosphere, interact with one 
another, and it is precisely their intermingling that gives rise to the conditions enabling us 
humans to survive safely and securely. However, for long years, much like the Eloi (one type 
of future humans envisioned in H. G. Wells' novel The Time Machine), we have all too 

carelessly consumed the resources of our planet, especially on its surface. Recently, 
however, we have begun to see how our own unfavourable actions affect the properties of 
the atmosphere, upsetting the delicate balance of factors necessary for life to survive on 
Earth. We have created a threat to ourselves and indeed to all biological life on our planet.  
We know quite a lot about our atmosphere. Changes in its properties are something we can 
easily personally experience: on a hot day in many of the large cities of our globe, the "fresh" 
urban may cause our eyes to swell up with tears and our throats to become scratchy. Even 

kilometres outside the city limits, the older individuals among us will still notice a difference 
in the night sky, caused by the emissions of big-city lights. Newspapers often carry stories 
relating to problems with our atmosphere – reporting, for instance, on international 
conferences discussing the human-caused phenomenon of global warming. However, we 
remain unable to regulate or sanction the Earth's own influence on its atmosphere: no one 

imagines, after all, the enactment of legal regulations restricting the atmospheric impact of 
volcanoes. We know significantly less about what goes on within the Earth under our feet. 
We are taught a bit about this in school, yes, but – it's a shame to admit – our knowledge 
really does not stretch any deeper than the very thin surface layer of the planet. Such as the 
oceans. We do not know much more about them than Professor Arronax (from Jules Verne's 
20,000 Leagues Under the Sea) knew back in the 19th century. And yet, paradoxically, it is 
the Earth that we should know the most about! At the very least, in order to sensibly 

harness what lies hidden within it, given that all of contemporary civilization is based on 
those resources.  
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Signs of the unwise utilization of what our planet has to offer can be observed in many 

places – such as when one takes a ride along the less-frequented roadways of the Silesia 

region, amidst gigantic slag-heaps left behind by past coal mining. The gas flares burning 

over the oil rigs in the countries of the Persian gulf, visible in satellite images, remind us of 

how dependent our civilization is on petroleum. Similar structures visible in North Dakota 

illustrate how the centre of the contemporary US economy is starting to grow dependent on 

shale deposits. The slag-heaps along the Athabasca River in Canada, in turn, serve to 

illustrate how intensively fuels have been mined from the oil sands of the region. However, 

one day the energy cost of extracting all such fuels will grow to equal the energy that can be 

obtained them, rendering it senseless to continue. Hubbert's "peak oil" theory, as this is 

known, is inescapable. The African and Australian uranium mines, of microscopic size 

compared to today's coal mines, will then be supplying us the fuels of the future. Fuels that 

for thousands of years could free our civilization from any need to pile up slag, string out 

long oil pipelines across the landscape, or build monstrous tanker ships. If only we wanted 

it… 

 

Our Blue Planet has not only fuels to offer, but also the minerals and ores that our 

civilization needs. Rare earth metal mines situated far away in Far Eastern  countries supply 

us with materials essential for manufacturing one of the world's most sought-after type of 

goods today: electronics. Without these metals there would be no mobile devices, no 

computer, no batteries, no Tesla cars. How long will these deposits suffice? When will we 

have to replace them, and with what? How can such resources be harnessed most sensibly 

(for instance, by recovering such metals from gigantic heaps – not of slag, but of scrapped 

computer hardware, lying out there somewhere on the beaches of the less-accessible islands 

of the Pacific)? How little we yet know about this!  

 

And yet, science has been effecting a certain revolution in the way we harness the natural 

riches of the Earth. We entered the 20th century manufacturing essentially the very same 

metals and alloys that had already been known in antiquity. But this state of affairs changed 

together with the discovery of duralumin, and nowadays we have thousands of different 

metals. Digital photography has relieved us from having to use silver in photochemical 

image-reproduction processes. We view pictures on the screens of our computers and other 

devices. These, in turn, require different minerals and materials in their manufacturing 

processes.  
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To invoke The Time Machine once again – we should not simply set all these issues aside for 

the Morlocks, the planet's future underground residents, to deal with someday. Already 

now, we need to know significantly more about how we are affecting the surface of the 

Earth. What consequences is our agriculture having? Are we managing the surface of our 

planet sufficiently wisely to preserve the forests and jungles – the sole producers of the 

oxygen we and biological life need so much? We also require better knowledge of the Earth 

so that we can live more safely upon it, so that we can defend ourselves better from natural 

phenomena playing out within our planet's crust and mantle. Continued advancements in 

Earth science are crucial for us to be able to build homes resistant to seismic processes an d 

their often-tragic consequences. Greater knowledge about the Earth is also crucial for 

figuring out the processes by which our planetary system was first formed. It probably 

conceals some clues about how our planet came to have the honour of being the on ly blue 

dot in our part of the Cosmos. The scientists who spend months amidst the ice of the Arctic 

and Antarctic do not do so out of a desire to push the limits of human perseverance; they do 

it so that we will know better how to prepare to face the challenges that nature has in store 

for. Global warming? A new ice age? Whatever comes, we will have to know how to cope.    

 

All this is why we have dedicated the upcoming Science Picnic to our understanding of the 

Earth. How much do we really know about its surface, about its insides? How are we putting 

that knowledge to use? How are we taking care of our planet, and how are we devastating 

it? What good things and bad things can we expect in return? When visiting the next Science 

Picnic, you will learn about many new facts, without an awareness of which we humans 

would essentially be merely uninvited guests on the Earth's surface. But once we do realize 

certain things, we can feel like the stewards of this tiny blue dot – the only spacecraft we 

have to carry us through the cold, dark, and very unfriendly Cosmos. We need to learn how 

to take care of our ship and to use it as well as we can, through the many thousands of years 

until the Sun eventually destroys our planetary system. Then, we will have to know how to 

move elsewhere. Just think about how much more knowledge it will be necessary for us to 

have amassed by then, to be able choose a good new Earth.   

 

Prof. Łukasz A. Turski 
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Introduction 

 Conditions and criteria: Read the criteria used in evaluating applications and 

the information about the conditions of the Picnic (crowds, outdoor activities, 

changing weather conditions, durations, constraints on space, and so on).  

 Why and what for: Ask yourself what you want to present at the Picnic, why 

you want to present this and what you can do to make your stand unique. 

 Theme: Decide if you can link the form and content of your presentations to 

the theme and how you can achieve this goal. However, do not try to do this 

at any price. Interesting ideas that do not fit the theme can still secure a high 

rating, too. 

All stages: preparations and the day of the Picnic 

 Be credible: Describe your passions. Remember that no one will see your 

presentations as interesting unless you yourself are convinced that they are. 

When presenting your own work, highlight the authentic emotions you 

yourself experience. In this way, you can develop a good rapport with the 

visitors and show them the "human" aspect of scientific research and your 

job.  

 Be comprehensible: Remember to present your research in a way that is easy 

to understand for non-scientists. Remember that an adult layman is not a 

child. Do not trivialize your message, do not talk to adults in the same way 

you talk to children.  

 Be genuine: Your daily research work will seem mysterious to most of those 

who visit the Picnic. Instead of preparing school-style experiments, bring an 

actual device you use on a daily basis, show materials and methods used to 

seek answers to research questions.  

 Be there to explain: Do not turn your tent into a show of magic tricks. Science 

does not work that way. Every experiment you present should be 

accompanied by a comprehensible explanation of the mechanisms governing 

it.  

  

Planning stage: general comments 

 Do something new: Try to avoid repeating the experiments and contents 

from the previous editions of the Picnic. Experiments or interesting aids can 

be a point of reference for what you want to talk about, which means your 

science-related work. 

 Target group: When planning your activities, remember that you do not have 

to satisfy everyone. It is good to make a conscious choice of who your target 

group should be. 
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 It is not about quantity: It is better to prepare two or three well thought-out 

elements than many badly planned ones. It is a good idea to propose multiple 

occurrences of the most attractive activities. This increases the number of 

people that you can share your professional knowledge with. 

 Observers: When choosing your shows or activities, make sure they are 

attractive even to observers (a lot of people can gather around your tent). 

The activities should be short. Many visitors want to see as many tents as 

possible, so they sometimes have difficulty deciding if it is worth spending a 

lot of time at a single stand, even if it is very interesting.  

 Emergency plan: Make sure you have a plan B. A device might break down or 

supplies might run short. Then it is good to have extra resources as a backup. 

 

Planning stage: types of activities 

 Poster: Do not make posters like the ones presented at research conferences. 

If you are using a poster, make sure it features as little text and as many 

graphics as possible. Place your poster close to the entrance to your tent so 

that it is visible to visitors passing by. Then it can serve as a stand-alone 

illustration or a preview of what is happening inside. 

 Multimedia presentation: We strongly advise against such activities. In a 

well-lighted tent, the images from an overhead projector will be barely visible 

and sound will be almost inaudible given the conditions at the Picnic (it is 

against the rules to use amplified sound for shows in the tent). Also, the 

organisers do not provide electronic equipment or screens. 

 Discussions and presentations: If you choose this form, try to engage your 

audience, start a dialogue instead of launching into a monologue and 

encourage visitors to ask questions. If you can, present a small experiment, 

bring an interesting tool of work or a related artefact. The presentation 

should be as attractive as possible. Remember that the listeners have no 

place to sit and only the viewers situated in the front row will be able to see 

you and hear you well.  Also, take into account the fact that this type of 

activity is tiring for you, especially as you must not use a microphone. 

 Workshops or activities of 15 minutes or more: Despite being attractive in 

form, such interactions are rather long, which means queues. In addition, 

these are low-capacity activities, so not many people will be able to 

participate. When planning your workshops, make sure that their course and 

results are attractive also to observers. If you choose to organize workshops, 

consider additional shorter activities for those who will not take part in them.  

 Experiments conducted by visitors: Such activities are very attractive and 

appealing to the public visiting the Picnic. When planning your stand, make 

sure that both the hosts and those taking part in the activities feel 
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comfortable, you have enough supplies and the arrangement of your tables 

and chairs is well planned.  

 Giveaways: Think about how those who visit your tent might be able to take 

the results of their work or experiments home with them. These do not have 

to be expensive gadgets, even a printout of a measurement that can guest 

takes can be a nice souvenir and help the visitors remember your stand 

better. But remember that this idea may prove a huge challenge. The Picnic 

draws in thousands of visitors, so you if you are planning to offer giveaways, 

make sure you have a sufficient number (around 2,000-3,000). 

 Additional printed materials: If you opt for additional printed materials such 

as instructions on how to do an experiment or organize a simplified workshop 

at home, take into account the number of visitors and demand for materials. 

Alternatives to paper include QR codes on the poster in your stand (after 

scanning a QR code with a mobile phone or a tablet, visitors are directed to a 

website where they can download additional instructions, proposed 

experiments and information about your institution).  

Performance stage: the day of the Picnic 

• Shift work: Working in a picnic tent is tiring and no one can talk to an audience 

for nine hours without interruption, so there should be a number of people 

manning every tent. The best idea is to take shifts (based on our experience, we 

recommend no more than five hours). Make sure you have enough time to take a 

break and to eat and drink. Remember that leaving your tent unattended creates 

a bad impression, so plan breaks using a shift-based system. 

• Interaction: The Picnic is not a place to deliver lectures but to interact with 

people. Be open and talk to people. Listen to those who visit your tent. You can 

learn something, too (for example how others see your work)!  

• Facilitate contact: Visitors to the Picnic often look at the stands as shop windows 

(this especially holds true for adults). They are afraid to ask what this is about. 

Help them. Talk to people. 

• Get to know other participants: Taking a walk around the Picnic to see what 

others are presenting is a must. You will have a unique opportunity to see good 

ideas, look for inspiration and talk to people – do not miss it!  

Remember that your role is crucial. You are the person making presentations, performing 

shows and doing experiments. Irrespective of the activities you propose, your willingness 

to interact with visitors, your passion for the kind of science that you want to talk about 

and your enthusiasm in sharing your knowledge are especially valuable.  


