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Foreword by the Head of Geography:  

“I wish to congratulate Tom, Matthew, Emily and Oliver for all their hard work in creating this journal 

of original work. Their enthusiasm and dedication has produced the publication you see here. I wish 

to also thank our numerous contributors. None of these articles were created in geography lesson 

time; Hannah and Lucy’s articles are edited highlights from their Extended Project Qualification 

projects and all the others were created just for this magazine based on students’ individual interests. 

It shows a flavour of the talent of our geography students at the City of London Freemen’s School, 

and I hope you enjoy the varied articles.”       Mr R C Bustin 
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All opinions, attitudes and views 

expressed in these pages are those of 

the article authors and not those of 

the editors, staff, geography 

department, City of London Freemen’s 

School or the Corporation of London. 

 

Welcome to Think Geo! 

 

 
 

Hello and welcome to the school’s first Sixth Form 

geography journal. We have had huge fun compiling the 

work together and hope you enjoy reading our varied 

articles. We have articles on some of the biggest issues 

geographers will have to face in the 21st Century including 

Climate change, the One Child Policy in China, hurricanes 

and the local issue of Tesco in Ashtead. 

Thanks to all of our contributors and we hope the journal 

will be of interest and use in your studies. 

The Editorial Collective 
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Population explosion forced 

the authoritative government 

of China to do whatever it 

could to supress the 

population. This is how the 

one child policy was born. 

Matthew Choi and Emily 

Wong explore China’s 

controversial One Child Policy. 

The background 

China is the most populated 

country in the world. In 2009, 

the population exceed 1.335 

billion. Facing enormous 

pressure, the government is 

implementing the strictest yet 

most controversial population 

control policy. 

 

The One Child Policy means 

each couple can only have one 

child. In modern Chinese 

history, this policy has 

experienced quite a lot of 

changes. The policy that 

everyone recognises today is 

not actually the ‘real’ One 

Child Policy. 

The founding of People’s 

Republic of China in 1949 by 

Chairman Mao gave a signal to 

Chinese people that wars and 

conflicts had gradually ended 

and what came next was a 

baby boom, which is very 

similar to most of the western 

countries’ demographic 

patterns.  

 

Research conducted by a 

Taiwanese authority in 1947 

stated that the population at 

that time was 450 million.  In 

1953, the communist 

government conducted a 

census again and the result 

was rather surprising- 600 

million. This means if we 

exclude the two years 

between 1947 and 1949 when 

death rate was high due to 

civil war; the population had 

increased by a third in just 

four years. 

Most people at that time were 

oblivious to notice the 

problems implied by these 

figures, except some critical 

A Glance East: The overcrowded Superpower 



4 
 

0

20000

40000

60000

80000

100000

120000

140000

160000

1940 1960 1980 2000 2020 2040 2060

Year

P
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

 (
1
0
,0

0
0
)

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

B
R

/D
R

 (
p

e
r 

1
0
0
0
 

p
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

)

Population

Birth Rate

Death Rate

scholars. Ma Yinchu, who 

graduated from Yale 

University and returned to 

China to join the communist 

government, was one of them. 

Ma presented his ‘New 

Population Theory’ 

in the First National 

People’s Congress in 

June 1957, which 

suggested that 

population growth 

and economic 

growth were always 

in conflict with each 

other. He thought 

population control 

should be the first 

priority of the government, 

and he proposed late 

marriage, usage of 

contraception and family 

planning. Since Mao was 

launching his ‘Great Leap 

Forward’ Campaign and he 

thought that high 

population could enhance 

China’s competiveness, the 

theory was harshly criticised 

as ‘rather right-wing’ by 

Chairman Mao and the official 

media. 

Because of missing this 

precious opportunity to press 

down the population, the 

figure continued to increase 

fiercely. The only time when 

the population went down a 

bit was in the early 1960s 

when the great famine killed 

30 million people. By 1970, 

the population was above 800 

million, and the fertility rate 

was as high as 6. Not until two 

years after the Cultural 

Revolution ended, which 

was 1978, did the 

government realise the 

threat and started to 

interfere with population 

growth through political 

means. Starting from 

that point, China’s 

population policies 

stepped into a very 

different path from the 

West. The Western 

countries were critical; 

‘Barbaric’, ‘inhumane’, 

‘heartless’ and’ violation of 

basic human rights’ are 

perhaps the most frequently 

heard expressions used to 

describe the policy. 

Demographic transition of China 
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The fact that such an 

aggressive policy did have 

significant effect on birth 

control is undeniable. The One 

Child Policy was established 

and practised strictly from 

1979. According to statistics, 

the effect started to appear in 

1988 and gradually slowed 

down the population growth 

trend. The growth rate has 

dropped from 2.1% in 1978 to 

0.77% in 2008. The total 

fertility rate was also greatly 

reduced from 2.5 to 

approximately 1.5 today. 

Scholars in China have 

estimated that over 300 

million births were prevented 

due to the policy. The United 

Nations has even commended 

the Chinese effort in 

alleviating the pressure on 

resources. 

The dark side of the policy 

However, despite the bright 

side of the policy, loads of 

problems were hidden 

underneath. On 4th June 2012, 

Feng was forced by the local 

authority in Shaanxi province 

to abort her second child even 

though she had been pregnant 

for 7 months. It was because 

the couple was unable to pay 

the 40,000 Yuen fine for 

violating the One Child Policy. 

She was arrested by the 

officials and forced to sign the 

agreement to have an 

abortion. Feng’s sister in law 

filmed Feng and the bloody 

corpse of her baby and posted 

them on the Internet. It raised 

wide public attention and 

anger towards the act of the 

Shaanxi government. Even 

international media, like the 

BBC and CNN wrote articles on 

the topic. 

This is a population pyramid of today’s China. As you can see the gender ratios are not in 

healthy states in the first four age groups, which represent the population of 0 to 19 years 

old. 
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Another example happened in 

Shaoyang province, the 

government confiscated the 

second babies from the 

families that were not able to 

pay the fine. People have to 

pay in order to get the child 

back. If the families could not 

pay before the deadline, the 

local authority forged the 

documents, stated that the 

babies were orphans, 

renamed them and let foreign 

people adopt them. In return, 

the local authority got 

USD3000 as ‘sponsorship’. 

More than 800 children were 

involved. 

These tragedies are not rare in 

China and Feng is not the only 

victim under the immorality 

and cruelty of the One Child 

Policy. The conflicts caused by 

one child policy were affecting 

every aspect of Chinese 

people. 

From Feng’s story, we can see 

one of the main problems of 

the One Child Policy. It 

discriminated against poor 

people, denying them their 

right of having more than one 

child. Middle class and rich 

people have their ways to 

escape from the rules by 

simply paying the fine or 

giving birth to babies outside 

the mainland territory, such as 

in Hong Kong. It gives the 

message to the public that the 

government only constrain 

and oppress poor people. Poor 

families have to bear huge 

risks when bearing the second 

born child. Under the 

lawlessness of local 

authorities, the safety of 

parents and their children 

were not secured. They bore 

the risk of forced abortion or 

the children taken away from 

them. Nevertheless, if you are 

wealthy enough, you do not 

need to worry about these 

problems. This shows the 

inequity between the rich and 

poor. 

The bigger issues 

In human impacts, the policy 

also caused an imbalanced sex 

ratio. According to National 

Population and Family 

Planning Commission of 

Peoples Republic of China 

(PRC), in year 2012, the sex 

ratio in China reached 

117.7:100, significantly higher 

than the normal range of 

103:100 to 107:100. Chinese 

culture prefers male heirs, 

which led to the infamous 

female infanticide stories. The 

disparity of the sex ratio 

would lead to several 

problems. In recent years, 

together with the rising 

phenomenon of materialism, 

many young males found it 

difficult to get girlfriends as 

there were less women 

available and many of them 

chose the wealthier men who 

are called ‘tall-rich-handsome 

guy’ in slang. It caused further 

resentment towards the rich.  

Furthermore, as the female 

population declines and the 

educational level of women 

rises, female nowadays often 

choose late marriage and this 

further brings down the birth 

rate, worsening the ageing 

population problem. 

Then: The photo is believed to be taken sometime between 

1912-49. Traditional Chinese families are big.  
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Growing alone without 

siblings also brings influences 

on the development of 

children. Being the only child 

in the family, the child is often 

spoiled and this is called ‘the 

little emperor syndrome’. The 

loneliness of the only child is 

also an inevitable 

consequence. One Child Policy 

destructs the traditional family 

structure and causes negative 

impacts on 

child 

development. 

Western 

perspectives 

The western 

world always 

thinks this 

policy is 

uniform and 

nationwide. 

As Hong Kong 

natives, we 

have been 

asked more 

than once 

whether people are allowed to 

have more than one child in 

our city. They are. The One 

Child Policy has numerous 

exceptions and in fact, today 

the policy doesn’t even apply 

to the majority of Chinese 

citizens. According to the 

Chinese government, only 

about 36% of China’s 

population are restricted to 

the policy. Rules and 

enforcements do vary by 

province and local area and 

here are some examples of 

main exceptions. The policy 

doesn’t apply to China’s about 

55 ethnic minorities, who 

made up about 8% of China’s 

total population, such as 

Tibetans. On the other hand, 

local officials in rural areas will 

typically permit a second child, 

especially if the first one is 

female. They hope this can 

reduce the number of female 

infants being killed, and in 

response to massive protests 

in the early years by farmers 

who rely on children to help 

on farming. And of course, the 

wealthy can always escape 

this by corrupting officials or 

giving birth to their children in 

other places, such as Hong 

Kong and Macau, which have 

completely different political 

states. 

The unfairness of the policy 

worsens the relationship 

between the rich and the 

poor, local people and ethnic 

minorities, which makes 

political issues like Tibetan 

independence movement 

more politically charged. Most 

importantly, it angers human 

rights activists because social 

injustice is magnifying.  

The future 

It is very true that a lower 

population is a recognised way 

to enhance sustainability 

because of limited resources 

being spread 

around fewer 

people. However, 

using extreme 

methods to 

suppress 

population 

growth can have 

many side effects 

and this can lead 

to unsustainable 

social 

development. For 

example, an aging 

population and 

unbalanced sex 

ratios are of much 

concern to the Chinese 

government. However, if the 

One Child Policy was never 

adopted, China may have 

never reached today’s 

prosperity. Will the 

government abandon this 

policy in the near future and 

how sustainable is it? We 

leave this question to you. 

Matthew Choi and Emily 

Wong are Lower 6 

geographers. 
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Climate change is rarely out of 

the media spotlight. Here, 

Tom MacConnol investigates 

whether humans are really to 

blame.  

Climate change is a long-term 

shift in the average weather of 

an area. This can be on a local 

scale, national scale or as we 

tend to see it, globally. The 

shift is measured by changes 

in features associated with 

weather such as temperature, 

precipitation and wind 

patterns. This usually occurs 

when something changes the 

total amount of the sun's 

energy absorbed by the 

earth's atmosphere and 

surface. It also happens when 

something changes the 

amount of heat energy from 

the earth's surface and 

atmosphere that escapes to 

space over an extended period 

of time. Global warming is one 

of the most controversial 

topics when talking about 

climate change. In recent 

years the finger has been 

pointed at humans for shifts in 

the global climate and there is 

a significant amount of 

evidence to say that this is 

true. 

First of all, we have only 

noticed a significant amount 

of climate change since the 

1900’s, in the form of global 

warming. Before the 

twentieth century there were 

no alarming figures or 

anomalies associated with the 

average temperature on earth 

however as we progressed 

through the century the 

average temperatures 

continued to rise sharply. It is 

important to realise that this 

was the time in many nations, 

particularly those in the UK, 

when industrialisation was 

taking place. The increased 

manufacturing and 

development meant that 

more fossil fuels, such as coal, 

were burned for energy. This 

consequently meant that 

carbon dioxide was created 

and released into the 

atmosphere.  

This exacerbates the 

Greenhouse Effect: Heat from 

the sun has wavelengths 

shorter than 4,000 

nanometres. The heat energy 

released from the earth, 

however, is released in 

wavelengths longer than 4,000 

Are Humans to blame for Climate Change? 
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nanometres.  Carbon dioxide 

doesn't absorb the energy 

from the sun, but it does 

absorb some of the heat 

energy released from the 

earth.  When a molecule of 

carbon dioxide absorbs heat 

energy, it goes into an excited 

unstable state. It can become 

stable again by releasing the 

energy it absorbed. Some of 

the released energy will go 

back to the earth and some 

will go out into space. In 

theory carbon dioxide is 

preventing heat from escaping 

the earth’s atmosphere and 

keeping it in, therefore 

increasing temperatures (see 

graph above). This is known as 

the greenhouse effect. As the 

century progressed more 

carbon dioxide was emitted 

through increasing air and 

road travel and deforestation 

removed plants which usually 

would absorb and therefore 

reduce carbon dioxide.  

As strong as the argument 

that humans cause climate 

change is, there are a group of 

environmentalist who believe 

that humans are not the root 

cause and once again there 

are strong facts to support 

this. First the planet has not 

warmed for 10-15 years, yet at 

the same time the amount of 

greenhouse gases (CO2) have 

continued to increase. It could 

therefore be argued that 

humans are not the cause of 

global warming especially as 

the recent high level of 

greenhouse gases have not 

caused the average 

temperature to rise on earth. 

Another argument is that the 

earth experiences natural 

climate cycles. This is 

supported by the multiple ice 

ages and hot eras recorded on 

earth in its history. Some 

people believe that in the 

present day we are simply in a 

warm part of the cycle, 

explaining the high 

temperatures and that one 

day in the future the average 

temperature on earth will fall 

again. In theory these 

environmentalists believe that 

all climate change is natural 

and unavoidable. Finally it is 

known that water can exert a 

huge influence on the 

climate. Considering that 

over 50 per cent of our 

planet is covered by water, 

people argue that the water is 

a major controlling factor.  

 

Overall it is extremely hard to 

say with confidence whether 

humans are or are not 

responsible for climate change 

as both sides of the argument 

have strong points that must 

be considered. I personally 

believe that climate change 

over a long time period is 

natural and due to climate 

cycles,  however I do believe 

also that temperature can be 

increased and accelerated by 

human actions which release 

carbon dioxide into the 

atmosphere.   

 

Tom MacConnol is a Lower 6 

geographer. 

Graph from Standford Solar Centre and available from (http://solar-

center.stanford.edu/sun-on-earth/600px-Temp-sunspot-co2.svg.png). 

Accessed 06/13. 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=3o5_3oEX3Eb9AM&tbnid=JfdVd6wY9W0o9M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://solar-center.stanford.edu/sun-on-earth/glob-warm.html&ei=JWmzUZTzKYL40gXZu4HIDQ&bvm=bv.47534661,d.d2k&psig=AFQjCNG2ODWqon2RRIXbgtX4BgRxcjXxrQ&ust=1370798751009727
http://solar-center.stanford.edu/sun-on-earth/600px-Temp-sunspot-co2.svg.png
http://solar-center.stanford.edu/sun-on-earth/600px-Temp-sunspot-co2.svg.png
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Here, Max Davies reports on 

one of the fastest retreating 

coastlines in Europe. 

The Holderness Coastline is in 

the North east of England and 

runs between the Humber 

Estuary up to the headland of 

Flamborough head.  It is 

known for having the fastest 

rate of coastal erosion in the 

whole of Europe 1.5 m of 

coastline is lost each year, 

with 2 million tonnes of 

coastal material being 

removed each year. However 

in a particularly stormy year 

the North Sea can easily 

remove between 7 and 10m of  

 

coastline.  The rate of erosion 

is so high mainly down to its 

unique geology.  The coastline 

starts with blowholes, stacks 

and stumps at Flamborough, 

and culminates with Spurn 

head, a very large spit that 

runs across part of Humber 

Estuary. 

The geology runs in bands 

with discordancy from 

Flamborough head 

northwards and concordancy 

South of Flamborough. There 

is a chalk layer at 

Flamborough in the north that 

is resistant to erosion which  

 

has resulted in the formation 

of Flamborough head. Boulder 

clay or till (laid down in the 

last ice age) runs in a relatively 

thick layer from Flamborough 

head to the Humber estuary 

which consists mainly of 

ancient river deposits. The 

boulder clays are an 

unconsolidated mass of clay 

particles and boulders which 

therefore erodes more rapidly 

than the more resistant rock 

of chalk in the north. The 

processes of erosion and 

weathering occurring are 

numerous but include 

hydraulic action, freeze thaw, 

The Holderness coastline, enjoy it while it lasts! 
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abrasion, solution and 

carbonation (on the clay). 

This has left a bay where the 

clay is and a headland jutting 

out to sea at Flamborough 

head. Although wave 

refraction focuses the waves 

energy on the layered and 

faulted rocks of Flamborough 

head, eroding the calk, the 

incredibly weak nature of the 

clay still means that it erodes 

faster than the chalk. The 

weak nature of the rock alone 

is enough to cause a high rate 

of erosion however this is 

coupled with the destructive 

power of the waves from the 

North Sea. The waves have a 

fairly large fetch length and 

can easily reach heights of 4-5 

metres. Strong and 

unpredictable winds blow, 

often onshore and this is what 

forms such wave. Storms are 

not an uncommon sight in the 

North Sea, these can bring 

vast amounts of rain which 

also contribute to the 

weathering of the coastline. In 

addition to the clay being 

vulnerable to erosion, it is also 

prone to slumping.  This is 

because water enters cracks 

and pore spaces in the rock, 

adding weight and causing it 

to slump. 

 

There is no form of 

management that can directly 

solve this problem apart from 

town planning which can be 

used to reduce the likelihood  

 

of the destruction of 

settlements along the coast.  

 

This has happened frequently 

in the past as the coastline 

today is around 4km inland 

from where it was in Roman 

times, and there are many lost 

villages of the Holderness 

coastline that have long 

disappeared into the 

sea.  Indeed, today, farmland, 

tourist sites such as caravan 

parks and villages remain 

under threat.  The weak clay, 

stormy nature of the North 

Sea, and rising sea levels of 

4mm per year mean that the 

future is bleak for parts of this 

coastline. 

 

The future of the Holderness 

coast is uncertain and 

predictions show that many  

other towns based on the 

boulder clay face the same 

fate of previous settlements  

 

 

that have been swallowed into 

the sea. It is just a matter of 

time before such events start 

to occur. 

 

Max Davies is a Lower 6 

geographer. 
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Tom MacConnol investigates 

why we must look beyond the 

textbook. 

Those who have studied 

geography will know that 

waterfalls more often than not 

form in the upper course of a 

river as this is where the water 

has the greatest potential 

energy, due to height above 

base level, which is uses to cut 

vertcially downwards, creating 

steep V-shaped valleys and 

ledges for the water to run off. 

It may be a surprise to hear 

then that in some unusual 

cases there are waterfalls that 

actually form in the lower 

course of a river. These 

waterfalls tend not to form 

due to the downward energy  

 

of the water but instead due 

to changes in the surrounding 

landscape or geology.  

Probably one of the most 

famous examples of a 

waterfall in the lower course 

of a river is Victoria Falls on 

the Zimbabwe and  Zambia 

border. The waterfall is a 

single drop waterfall yet still 

twice as high as the 3 drop 

Niagara Falls and is nicknamed 

the Mosi-oa-Tunya (meaning 

"The Smoke That Thunders") 

by the locals. It is one of the 

most spectacular fluvial 

landforms on the planet and it  

 

was created in a way which 

you would not normally 

expect. Although no one is 

certain when the waterfall 

was created, archaeological 

sites around the falls have 

yielded stones from 3 million 

years ago. Around this time, a 

volcanic eruption caused 

Basaltic lava to spread over 

what would have been the 

floodplain. As the lava cooled 

quickly it formed a hard, black 

basalt rock which the Zambezi 

River flowed over easily. 

However, because the lava 

cooled quickly, cracks and 

faults appeared in the basalt 

rock and over time they 

became filled with weaker 

sandstone.  Over many years, 

the river exploited these 

How can you get a waterfall in the lower course of a river?  

Image: The waterfall and the 

network of gorges. 
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cracks and eroded them down 

vertically, creating the 

waterfall itself and all of the 

other steep gorges that we 

can still see further 

downstream today. 

The river, in its lower course, 

would have flowed very 

smoothly over the gorge we 

see today to the other basalt 

valley side if the rock hadn’t 

cracked and become weaker. 

However it did so, creating the 

large gorge which the smooth, 

non-turbulent river had no 

choice but to flow into, 

creating the waterfall. 

Over at least 100,000 years, 

the falls have been receding 

upstream through the Batoka 

Gorges, eroding the 

sandstone-filled cracks to 

form the impressive network 

of gorges downstream.  

Today the waterfall is a large 

tourist attraction, attracting 

up to 500 thousand people 

annually. It is accessible by 

train and bus meaning rich 

Zimbabwean and Zambian 

people visit the falls very often 

too as it is comparatively 

inexpensive to reach. Visitors 

can take part in many 

activities at the falls, namely a 

scenic walk or a helicopter 

ride over the around the 

waterfall and its gorges. For 

the more adventurous, 

bungee jumping and white 

water rafting are on offer. 

In conclusion, next time you 

learn about river features, or 

any other geographical topic 

for that matter, you must 

never accept something as 

final. As proven here, events 

can occur which you would 

not necessarily learn about on 

your syllabus so it is important 

to be critical and look beyond 

the textbook.       

 

Tom MacConnol is a Lower 6 

geographer. 

What are you reading? 

The City of London Freemen’s School library is the place to go for extra reading and 

the latest information about geography. The library constantly stocks the latest 

titles and subscribes to a myriad of periodicals and newspapers to extend your 

studies beyond the classroom. 

Some of the geography key texts include: 

‘The Skeptical Environmentalist’ by Bjorn Lomborg, ‘What is geography?’ by 

Alastair Bonnett, ‘Planet of Slums’ by Mike Davis. 

A full list of recommended reading, including their shelf locations is available from 

library staff. 

Some of the key periodicals include: Geography Review, National Geographic, 

Geographical, New internationalist. 

 

For further help and advice please speak to the library staff. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Batoka_Gorges&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Batoka_Gorges&action=edit&redlink=1
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Local issues are at the heart of 

a good geography course. 

Tanya Dudnikova investigates 

a Tesco store in Ashtead. 

September 2012 marked the 

end of a four-year campaign 

against a Tesco store in 

Ashtead as the Mole Valley 

District Council granted 

planning permission for a 

690sq-m Tesco Metro to open 

at the old Esso site on The 

Street, one of the two major 

roads in the Surrey village. 

Council experts finally 

recommended approval of the 

plan, which also includes nine 

flats above the store, after 

rejecting two previous 

proposals, however how 

would this decision impact the 

village? 

 

 

Both traders and citizens are 

divided over the issue. 

Supporters of the plan believe 

that the benefits that the 

store would bring to the 

village far outweigh any 

potential problems. It is hoped 

that the Tesco will give The 

Street a much-needed 

economic lift, playing an 

important part in the 

community. Bryan Elphick, 

chairman of Ashtead Village 

Trading Association (AVTA), 

stated that the shops on the 

Street “suffer now in 

comparison with Craddocks 

Avenue in Lower Ashtead, 

where there is already a 

Tesco”. Moreover, it will 

provide over 60 jobs in the 

area and attract shoppers. 

 

 

While some are keen to see a 

future increase in footfall in 

The Street, many were 

shocked at the Council’s 

decision, fearing that the 

supermarket giant will take 

away trade from small 

businesses and even create 

enough competition to take 

some independent stores out 

of business. Furthermore, the 

proposed store will no doubt 

create extra demands on car 

parking spaces from 

customers and staff that will 

not on occasion be satisfied by 

the existing public car parks, 

and generate unwanted 

traffic. Tesco’s failure to meet 

environmental sustainability 

targets due to the size of the 

store also attracted a lot of 

criticism, especially due to the 

Does Ashtead need a Tesco? 

What impact will the new 

Ashtead Tesco have? 
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current natural beauty and 

character of the village. 

In spite of their defeat, the 

members of campaign group 

SAVE (Save Ashtead Village 

Environment) that I have 

spoken to do not feel like their 

efforts have been in vain, 

believing that their campaign, 

which succeeded in reducing 

the original proposed store 

size by two thirds, meant that 

the opinions of the local 

community were taken into 

account to ensure that the 

negative environmental and 

financial impacts of the 

construction will be 

minimised. 

 

Tanya Dudnikova is a GCSE 

geographer. 

FOLLOW THE GEOGRAPHY 

DEPARTMENT ON TWITTER! 

 

@CLFSGeog 

 

Geography is a dynamic, engaging 21st 

Century real world subject and so many 

contemporary ideas and debates 

cannot be understood without a 

geographical perspective. 

Sixth Form students need to be 

constantly engaging with the real 

world, by keeping up to date with the 

news, and with the cutting edge 

research from the forefront of the 

academic discipline. 

The @CLFSGeog twitter account 

enables staff and students to find 

stories and ideas, and share them with 

each other. The department follows a 

myriad of other twitter users including 

BBC news, Al Jazeera news, Oxfam, and 

individuals like Al Gore and Simon 

Reeve. 
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As fossil fuels run out, 

alternative sources of energy 

need to be sought. In this 

article, Hannah Anderson 

explores the potential for 

Iceland to exploit its 

geothermal energy, and to sell 

its surplus supplies to the UK. 

Geothermal power is an 

energy source derived from 

the Earth’s internal heat. The 

power is extracted via a well 

that can be up to 2 

kilometres or more in depth 

to reach underground 

reservoirs of water. The very 

hot water and steam drive 

turbines which are linked to 

electricity generators, or the 

water can be pumped up to 

the surface for direct use, 

such as to heat housing.  

 

The constructive plate 

boundary on which Iceland is 

located is the reason why 

Iceland is volcanically active 

as it is separating at an 

average rate of 2.5 

centimetres per year, 

provoking geological unrest. 

Volcanism runs closely with 

abundant supplies of energy: 

there are 26 high 

temperature geothermal 

fields located within the 

active volcanic zone of the 

mid-Atlantic ridge but not 

until the late 19th Century 

was the geothermal energy 

harnessed and used for 

alternative purposes than for 

bathing and washing. 

Renewable energy fuels 73% 

of electricity production in 

Iceland, with 16% from  

 

hydropower and 50% from 

geothermal power. See the 

graphs on the next page. As 

only 50% of their total 

electricity consumption is 

supplied by geothermal 

energy, the residual capacity 

could be enhanced to 

generate more electricity.  

The geothermal potential 

As the pressure on finite 

fossil fuels is expanding with 

the increasing global 

population, geothermal 

energy is proving to be a 

promising alternative. This 

form of energy is not being 

utilised to its maximum 

potential due to constraining 

factors such as location- 

many of the best locations 

for geothermal power 

Heat for sale: Could Iceland’s Geothermal power provide an answer to the 

UK’s energy security? 
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generation are 

geographically isolated. 

Capital costs are another 

constraining factor as 

geothermal power plants are 

expensive to build but in the 

future, as the reserve of fossil 

fuels deplete, geothermal 

energy is most probably 

going to undergo a relative 

increase in percentage share 

of energy resources.  

The first advantage of this 

form of energy is that it 

typically involves low 

running costs and obviously 

does not require any fuel to 

generate the power, as it is a 

natural occurrence. 

Secondly, by using 

geothermal energy, the 

dependence on fossil fuels 

will decrease thereby 

reducing the vulnerability of 

economies in terms of 

energy security. Thirdly, no 

pollution is created as a by-

product of harnessing 

geothermal energy therefore 

not exaggerating the current 

environmental concern of 

climate change and global 

warming.  

Although the initial capital 

investment is expensive, the 

long-term cost saving 

justifies the means and the 

wider economic benefit is 

valuable for an economy as 

the industry creates jobs. 

Large scale aluminum plants 

relocated to Iceland 

primarily for the affordable 

energy and now are a large 

presence in the labour 

market. 1800 people are 

directly employed by the 

aluminum smelting 

companies, approximately 

half a percent of the total 

population of Iceland, and as 

a result of the multiplier 

effect, 4300 people earn 

their income indirectly from 

aluminum production. This 

accounts for 2.5 percent of 

the total Icelandic labour 

market and estimated that 

these companies buy goods 

and services from 700 

Icelandic businesses. 

On the other hand, there are 

many disadvantages 

associated with using this 

source of energy, primarily 

being restrictive locations. 

Active geothermal resources 

are generally found along 

plate boundaries, such as the 

Mid Atlantic ridge on which 

Iceland is located, where 

earthquakes and volcanoes 

are concentrated. Geologists 

can employ several 

strategies to locate 

geothermal reserves but the 

most reliable method is 

drilling a well and testing the 

temperature deep below the 

Earth’s surface. This is why 

there is a high installation 

cost. Research for a suitable 

region is the initial sizeable 

investment. Assuming a 

source is correctly located, 

next power plants need to be 

constructed. In addition to 

these costs, skilled staff need 

to be employed and a 

transportation system needs 

to be devised to transfer the 

power from the geothermal 

plant to the consumer. Since 

this is a limited resource, 

suitable equipment, 

infrastructure and training 

are unavailable. The 

geographical, mechanical 

and labour limitations 

threaten the viability of 
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adopting geothermal energy 

globally. Thirdly, geothermal 

sites can decline over a 

period of time if the 

temperature decreases or 

too much water is pumped 

onto the rocks to cool them 

to produce steam which is 

then harnessed to produce 

electricity. This is a deterrent 

for companies funding the 

project because they may 

come into a position of 

negative equity if the 

geothermal reserve is not 

used in a sustainable 

manner or prematurely 

declines. Due to this large 

gamble, extensive research 

is paramount for these 

companies prior to 

installing the plant so slows 

the process. Another 

disadvantage is that 

geothermal sites, if not 

managed correctly, could 

release poisonous gases into 

the atmosphere, as the gases 

are capable of escaping 

through the holes drilled by 

the constructors. The 

additional precautions 

contribute to the increasing 

costs of managing the plant 

and reduce the number of 

companies willing to be 

involved. Lastly, geothermal 

energy cannot be easily 

transported. Direct use of the 

heated water for heating is 

restricted to the locality of 

the source because there is 

rapid heat loss of the water 

in transportation. Electricity 

generated from the 

geothermal source can be 

transported over much 

greater distances but 

requires infrastructure such 

as electricity cables. 

The UK’s energy needs 

The current share of the UK’s 

energy consumption is 

dominated by non-

renewable fossil fuels, such 

as coal, gas and crude oil (see 

graph) and these fuels are 

being used at a rate at which 

they cannot be replaced. 

There has been a rise in the 

cost of fossil fuels because 

demand outstrips supply of 

this valuable resource and 

prices are set to rise. This is 

not a sustainable position for 

the UK to be in in the long-

term so our energy reliance 

will have to shift to an 

alternative source, 

preferably a renewable 

resource rather than another 

non-renewable one as we 

will otherwise inevitably 

experience the same 

situation in the future. Other 

forms of renewable energy 

excluding geothermal power 

include hydropower, tidal 

power, wave power, wind 

and solar power. If focusing 

specifically on the United 

Kingdom, the Department for 

Energy and Climate Change 

(DECC) believes that the ‘UK 

can meet the target to deliver 

15 percent of the UK’s 

energy consumption from 

renewable sources by 2020.’ 

Their document leads on to 

state that ‘8 technologies are 

capable of delivering more 

than 90 percent of the 

renewable energy we need 

for 2020.’ These technologies 

are: onshore wind, offshore 

wind, marine energy, 

biomass electricity, biomass 

heat, ground source and air 

source heat pumps and 

renewable transport.  

The pressure for the UK and 

other developed nations to 

switch to alternative sources 

has never been higher. I 

believe geothermal energy is 

a prime candidate for the UK 

because it releases few 

emissions per unit of 

electricity produced. Iceland 

is well known to the world 

for its abundant geothermal 

power and the concept of 

exporting the generated 

electricity from the 

geothermal source has 

recently been suggested. In 

2011, the Icelandic Ministry 

of Industry stated that 

Iceland could produce up to 

50 TW of electricity through 

exploiting geothermal energy 

and hydropower. The 

Icelanders total energy 

consumption was valued at 

17 TW and the UK’s energy 

minister, Charles Hendry, 

 

 

The ‘UK can meet the target to deliver 15 

percent of the UK’s energy consumption 

from renewable sources by 2020.’ 
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visited Iceland in May of 

2012 to gain a logistical 

insight into the viability of 

importing surplus Icelandic 

energy via undersea cable. 

The Icelandic national power 

company, Landsvirkjun, 

issued a public statement 

earlier this year disclosing 

that Iceland may explore this 

option to generate further 

income. Presently, power 

cables exist connecting the 

UK to mainland Europe and 

another to France and the 

Netherlands in addition to 

one connecting Scotland to 

Ireland. Nine more are in 

progress or undergoing 

feasibly studies and in 

autumn of 2012 a new one 

opened connecting the 

Republic of Ireland to Wales, 

enabling renewable energy 

generated from the west 

coast of Ireland to be 

transported to British 

homes. The planned 

supergrid to connect more 

than a dozen countries 

together involves 

interconnectors large 

electricity cables to run 

along the seabed joining up 

many European countries in 

order to distribute surplus 

energy to other countries 

that require more energy 

and have the ability to pay 

for the privilege. This project 

is undergoing active 

development and was 

publically supported by 

David Cameron in January 

2011. The cable connecting 

Iceland to the UK would be 

the longest in the world 

measuring more than 1200 

km in length. The 

interconnector is estimated 

to provide Britain with 

approximately 750 MW of 

electricity, which equates to 

the output of a moderately 

sized coal or nuclear power 

station.  

By being connected to the 

supergrid a market can be 

found abroad for Iceland’s 

energy so therefore it is not 

wasted. On top of locating a 

market for surplus energy, it 

is hoped that the scheme will 

exercise downwards 

pressure on electricity 

prices. The cost of the energy 

to the consumer would be 

much cheaper as 

Landsvirkjun are able to 

offer ‘up to 20-year terms for 

electricity rates and has for 

example, been offering a 

public rate of $43 per MW 

for 12 years’ which is why 

many companies such as 

‘Verne Global’ are investing 

in Iceland for their data 

centre campus. British 

companies could benefit 

from these economic 

advantages if the supergrid is 
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implemented. However 

according to a spokesman at 

the Icelandic energy 

ministry, there is little 

surplus in the country’s 

capacity at the present so 

new plants would need to be 

built. Subject to Icelandic 

planning permission, the 

scale of electricity generation 

may not be obtainable as 

many new geothermal power 

plants will have to be 

constructed which will 

negatively affect the 

landscape and environment 

in Iceland. Planning 

permission would 

additionally have to be 

secured for the sites where 

the interconnectors come 

ashore. The scheme was first 

proposed in March of 2012 

by Landsvirkjun and aims to 

transport 5 billion kilowatt 

hours of energy per year for 

an estimated $350 million to 

$448 million return. The 

main problem with long-

distance electrical 

transmission is energy loss 

due to resistance in the 

cables.  

A viable energy future? 

In conclusion, I do believe 

Iceland has the potential of 

marketing surplus energy 

derived from geothermal 

sources to Europe pending 

the supergrid project 

materialising. If Iceland were 

to export electricity 

exclusively to the United 

Kingdom via an undersea 

cable, I feel the project would 

not proceed because the pay-

back period would be too 

long for just a sole country to 

invest, conversely due to 

multiple countries in 

mainland Europe joining the 

scheme, the pay-back time 

would be less because more 

electricity would be 

transmitted along the 

interconnector between 

Iceland and the UK as the 

demand would be greater. 

The UK would not be alone in 

footing the bill; they would 

receive contributions as 

ultimately all electrical 

transmissions from Iceland 

must go through this 

interconnector. The verdicts 

on the supergrid plans are 

also weighted by 

environmental issues and 

not exclusively on an 

economic basis, so the 

project must receive 

approval from marine 

biologists and geologists 

concerning the route of the 

cable prior to 

implementation, thereby 

prolonging the decision.  

At the present time, Iceland 

is not able to export a 

satisfactory amount of 

electricity to warrant the 

construction of a vast 

supergrid system but there is 

undoubtedly the potential of 

further exploiting the 

geothermal resource. 

Presuming foreign investors 

are granted planning 

permission to develop 

additional geothermal plants 

in Iceland, the supergrid 

project would then be 

functional and economically 

viable as more energy would 

be provided so a greater 

proportion of the capital 

costs would be passed onto 

the individual consumer. 

Assuming that investments 

are made in Iceland, the GDP 

of this relatively small 

country would be boosted as 

the ‘multiplier effect’ kicks 

in- investment would not be 

limited to the plant but 

people can indirectly earn 

their income and increase 

their standard of living from 

the wealth generated from 

the project. Due to 

environmental preservation 

holding great importance in 

the media coverage, the 

European markets would be 

prepared to purchase the 

renewable and clean energy, 

although in detriment to the 

Icelandic landscape, in order 

to meet energy targets as to 

increase their energy 

securities.  

Hannah Anderson is an Upper 

6 geographer who has 

applied to read geography at 

university. 

 

“I do believe Iceland has the 

potential of marketing surplus 

energy derived from 

geothermal sources to 

Europe”. 
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Recent academic research has 

suggested that dust may 

affect hurricane activity in 

the Atlantic Ocean. In this 

article Lucy Archer- Lock 

examines how significant dust 

storms in the Sahara can be 

on hurricane formation. 

Hurricanes 

A tropical storm is classified 

as a hurricane if it occurs in 

the Atlantic Ocean and if the 

winds reach a speed of 74 

mph. In order for formation 

of hurricanes to occur, 

several factors are needed. 

To form and strengthen, 

warm sea surface 

temperatures of at least 26 

degrees Celsius are needed 

along with moist,  

 

warm air sourced from the 

warm sea surface 

temperatures. Moist air is 

needed because water 

vapour in the cloud 

condenses into water 

droplets, causing the latent 

heat which evaporated the 

water to be released, which 

is then used for formation 

and development. If the 

temperature is below this 

the atmosphere is too stable, 

which means there will be a 

lack of thunderstorm 

activity, which is needed for 

a hurricane to occur. Another 

requirement is that vertical 

wind shear (the change in 

winds as height changes) is 

fairly even throughout the 

atmosphere. If vertical wind  

 

shear is greater than 8m s−1, 

then formation will not 

occur, therefore hurricanes 

require low vertical wind 

shear meaning there is not 

much variation in wind with 

height. This allows the storm 

clouds to increase vertically 

in height. The winds close to 

the ocean surface need to 

meet travelling from 

different directions. This 

causes air to rise and the 

formation of storm clouds to 

occur. The hurricane needs 

to form at a great enough 

distance from the equator to 

provide spin. This is because 

the Coriolis effect is weaker 

nearer the equator and a 

sufficient distance allows 

circulation to form the shape. 

Sahara dust storms and Atlantic hurricanes: Is there a link? 
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The forecasting of hurricanes 

has improved significantly 

over the years, which is 

partly due to advances in 

numerical weather 

production computer 

models, which are used to 

predict the beginning 

development of all tropical 

cyclones.  The forecasting of 

storms improves as the 

storm is established. 

Dust storm  

The Sahara desert is the 

largest source of dust in the 

world. Model simulations 

suggest that together with 

the Sahel, the dust emissions 

from this region account to 

about 65% of the global total.  

The Saharan Air Layer (SAL) 

forms over the Sahara Desert 

during late spring, summer, 

and early autumn and is a 

mass of dry and dusty air. 

This generally moves 

towards the tropical North 

Atlantic Ocean around every 

3-5 days. The formation of 

dust storms in the Sahara 

travelling westward towards 

the Atlantic Ocean is thought 

to suppress hurricane 

activity and therefore affects 

the formation of hurricanes. 

In years where there are 

stronger dust storms, 

hurricane activity is lower, 

which is evidence to suggest 

that hurricanes are 

influenced by the Saharan 

dust. An example of a year 

such as this is 2006, were 

there were only 5 hurricanes 

during the season, compared 

with 2005 where there were 

15 hurricanes during the 

season. The fact 2006 saw 

only a third of the amount of 

hurricanes that occurred in 

2005 is partly thought to be 

down to a drop in the sea 

surface temperature. 

Scientists believe one third 

of the decrease in 

temperature was due to the 

effects of Saharan dust, as in 

June and July 2006, there 

were some significant dust 

storms travelling from the 

Sahara desert into the 

Atlantic Ocean.  

Dust and hurricanes 

It is thought there are a 

several ways in which a 

Saharan dust storm can 

suppress a hurricane. Firstly, 

dust has an effect on sea 

surface temperature if it 

occurs for a long enough 

time period, because the dust 

prevents sunlight from 

reaching the ocean, leading 

to cooler sea surface 

temperatures as the sunlight 

is absorbed. The amount of 

sunlight which the dust 

storm absorbs depends on 

what the dust is constructed 

from, which can vary with 

each dust storm.  A dust 

storm in March 2006, which 

was the biggest storm for the 

previous two years, was 

composed of iron and chalk, 

which absorbs a large 

amount of sunlight. This was 

the year when a drop in the 

sea surface temperature was 

partly down to dust. Sea 

surface temperatures are 

therefore a factor 

determining the strength of a 

hurricane. Lower sea surface 

temperatures mean a 

hurricane has less energy to 

form and strengthen, and 

therefore there is a higher 

chance of it not forming, or of 

weaker, less frequent storms 

occurring. Evidence provided 

from NASA satellites 



23 
 

suggested that dust was 

responsible for part of the 

drop in sea surface 

temperature in the North 

Atlantic that occurred 

between June 2005 and 

2006.  Research by William 

Lau and Kyu-Myong Kim at 

NASA’s Goddard Space Flight 

Centre, suggested that dust 

was responsible for between 

30 and 40 percent of the 

total drop in sea surface 

temperatures in this time 

period. This effectively 

means that the surface 

temperatures in the North 

Atlantic cooled between 0.37 

to 0.72 degrees Fahrenheit, 

due to dust from the Sahara 

blocking the sunlight.  

Moist air is fundamental for a 

hurricane to form and 

humidity is important 

throughout all levels of the 

atmosphere. When a dust 

storm occurs, it results in the 

air becoming drier. This is 

because the air layer in 

which the aerosols (particles 

of dust suspended in the air) 

are held is hot and dry, and 

therefore the air lacks 

moisture. Humidities of 

around 10 percent are 

common in the SAL, in 

comparison with 85 percent 

humidity in the air layer 

directly above the ocean. The 

dry air is entrained deep into 

the clouds, precipitation 

evaporates and causes the 

air in and around the clouds 

to cool. Drier air means that 

the hurricane does not have 

the energy it requires to 

form. This is because the 

energy needed to fuel the 

hurricane is within the water 

vapour in the moist air, 

which has evaporated from 

warm seas in the Atlantic. 

One of the first steps in 

beginning a hurricane is 

warm moist air rising, and 

the surrounding air swirling 

to take its place in the low 

pressure area below, leading 

to the formation of a vortex 

containing particularly warm 

air. The cooler air could 

therefore cause a problem as 

the warm moist air might not 

rise. The arrangement of the 

Saharan Air Layer (SAL) is 

warm air above and cold air 

below, which prevents the 

transfer of moisture between 

the atmosphere and oceans, 

which means that the flow of 

moist air into the core of the 

developing hurricane is 

lowered. The presence of the 

warm and dry air in the SAL 

will potentially weaken or 

prevent a storm from 

developing into a hurricane, 

because if the dust occurs for 

a prolonged period then the 

dry air will be ingested. 

The presence of African dust 

also affects another of the 



24 
 

key requirements for a 

hurricane, wind shear. The 

air layer containing the dust 

particles contains a 

significant amount of wind 

shear, meaning that as the 

height of the wind increases 

so does its speed. The SAL 

increases wind shear 

because it contains a mid-

level easterly jet. The 

presence of the jet causes 

low-level circulations of the 

hurricane to be decoupled 

from their mid and upper-

level convection supporting 

the hurricane which results 

in the storm becoming 

decoupled and weakened.  

This affects the formation of 

a hurricane because the 

shear interrupts the delicate 

vortex of the hurricane, 

which could potentially stop 

the storm from increasing in 

height. This could mean that 

the thunderstorms that 

provide the energy for the 

hurricane are decoupled. The 

energy used to fuel a 

hurricane is stored in the top 

50-100m of the ocean 

surface, so if a storm doesn’t 

develop due to one of the 

factors that suppresses a 

hurricane, then the energy 

will remain in the ocean.  

Forecasting the impacts 

Specialist centres such as the 

National Hurricane Centre in 

Miami, Florida monitor and 

try to forecast hurricane 

tracks using numerical 

models, synoptic forecasting 

and statistical methods, 

which have been created 

from the understanding of 

previous storms. Forecasters 

usually initially recognise 

hurricanes forming in the 

Atlantic due to 

characteristics in a cluster of 

thunderclouds. Dust storms 

are also predicted using 

computer models, for 

example the Met Office has 

been producing dust 

forecasts since 2008 using its 

unified model, which is used 

for prediction across a range 

of timescales. Dust is emitted 

in the model depending on 

equations based mainly on 

wind tunnel observations, as 

dust will be emitted when 

strong winds blow over dry 

bare soil. In July 2011 the 

Met Office extended its 

forecasting capability to up 

to 5 days ahead and 

increased its models to give 

global coverage. In terms of 

the effect of Saharan dust on 

predicting hurricanes, dust 

storms are difficult to predict 

on a seasonal basis, as there 

are changes on a weekly 

basis which effect whether a 

dust storm forms and 

whether it is likely to 

actually move into a position 

to affect a hurricane. Dust 

emissions are determined by 

the land surface 

characteristics, and also the 

amount of kinetic energy 

which is available in the 

wind to allow the uplift and 

transport of sediment. The 

speed of the wind is also an 

important factor, as 

emissions increases with the 

cube of the speed of the 

wind. Strong winds allow the 

dust to travel big distances. 

This means that the effects of 

Saharan dust are not 

included in seasonal 

hurricane models (at the Met 

office), which run around 6 

months in advance. In short 

term models such as the 

global model which can run 7 

days in advance, the effects 

of Saharan dust may be taken 

into account into hurricane 

track prediction if there are 

dusts storms occurring in the 

right place where it could be 

affected, as this may 

determine whether a storm 

will develop or not. This 

means that currently for the 

seasonal model measuring 

the frequency of hurricanes 

in a particular season, dust is 

not included, but is included 

in short term models 

showing the outcome of a 

particular hurricane as 

opposed to a particular 

season. The seasonal 

forecasting models do not 

produce similar tropical 

storms to those that actually 

occur. This is due to the fact 

the models are more 

complex and so run at a 

 

“Dust storms in the Sahara desert do 

have some effect on hurricane 

activity in the Atlantic basin” 
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coarser resolution as they 

use coupled ocean-

atmosphere dynamic models.  

It is difficult to predict 

whether dust storms will 

effect hurricanes in a 

seasonal forecast because 

the dust storm will have to 

be over the path of a forming 

hurricane, and it is difficult 

to predict both where the 

hurricane path will be, as 

seasonal models predict 

frequency of hurricanes not 

individual tracks, and where 

the dust storm will be as I 

mentioned, predictions done 

by the Met Office are only up 

to 5 days in advance. 

Conclusions 

Dust storms in the Sahara 

desert do have some effect 

on hurricane activity in the 

Atlantic basin. Having said 

that, dust storms will have to 

occur at the right time and in 

the right place in order to 

suppress a hurricane.  They 

can affect the formation in 

several ways, by decreasing 

the sea surface temperature 

slightly due to blocking the 

sunlight, decreasing the 

amount of moisture in the 

atmosphere meaning there is 

a lack of energy, increasing 

the amount of wind shear, 

and they may also have some 

impact on cloud and 

raindrop formation within 

the hurricane. However, 

scientists are still unsure 

exactly how great an effect 

Saharan dust can actually 

have on hurricane activity.  

Another important factor is 

what stage of development 

the hurricane is. If the 

hurricane is just on the cusp 

of developing with a sea 

surface temperature (SST) 

temperature at the minimum 

requirement, then the effect 

of dust could be significant. 

Sea surface temperature and 

wind shear are two of the 

most important factors 

allowing for hurricane 

development, and if these 

conditions are not suitable 

then formation and/or 

development will not occur.  

 

 

 

 

 

Lucy Archer-Lock is an Upper 

6 geographer who has 

applied to read geography at 

university. 
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Whether you’re planning on 

taking geography at 

university level or just willing 

to further your understanding 

of the subject, Oliver Heeler 

interviews leading 

geographers to find out more 

about the subject they love. 

Expert Geographers include:  

Dr Simon Oakes: examiner, 

teacher and author 

Dr Pete Langdon: geography 

undergraduate admissions 

tutor at Southampton 

University   

Dr Garrett Nagle: examiner, 

author and teacher 

 

Dr Pete Langdon 

What was your best memory 

from geography A-level? 

“The fieldwork and going on 

field trips. I think most 

geography students, 

certainly the ones I teach, 

think the best thing they do 

in their degrees is fieldwork 

and certainly at A-level and 

probably at Degree level. It 

was actually going into the 

field and collecting your own 

data and seeing the 

landscape that you’re 

actually engaging with”.  

What makes a good 

geography application? 

 

“Writing it yourself and not 

following a website or advice 

or a strict structure because 

people suggest a lot of things 

but doing it yourself and 

providing evidence of things 

you’ve done is key. Some 

people write a lot and say 

‘I’ve been all around the 
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world’. So they’ve seen some 

great things but how would 

that link in with your 

thinking and understanding 

of geography about the 

physical processes or social 

and cultural change. Also, if 

you don’t follow the 

suggested rubric and 

provided structures and do it 

yourself you’ll be different 

from everybody else and that 

will give you an edge. You’ve 

got to stand out from the 

crowd.”  

When has geography helped 

you in your life? 

“All the time because of my 

job. It’s obviously given me a 

really interesting 

appreciation of the world we 

live in, how it works, physical 

perspectives and when I go 

to a landscape and have a 

look around, I see things, I 

think: how has that worked, 

how has that formed, how 

has that changed in the past. 

It’s helped enrich my life 

massively”. 

What’s the biggest issue 

geographers will have to face 

in the next 100 years?   

“I think we’re coming 

towards a sort of critical 

transition in how we, as 

humans, influence the world 

around us, the landscape. 

We’re degrading landscapes, 

we’re changing the climate, 

we’re altering the shift in 

how a lot of natural 

processes and natural 

systems work.  I think in 

terms of the physical 

perspective, stuff like climate 

change or landscape 

degradation, and from the 

social side, how people react 

to these natural changes, 

geographers are going to be 

at the forefront of people 

who have the skills to try to 

answer and address these 

questions and solve these 

problems. They’re going to 

be really difficult challenges 

to do. I think understanding 

geography gives you A) an 

insight into the problem and 

B) an ability and skill to try 

to tackle and solve the 

problems.” 

Dr Simon Oakes  

 What was your best memory 

from geography A-level at 

school? 

“The 'chalk and talk' lessons 

on soils delivered by our 

teacher Mr Pickup. His 

enthusiasm for podsolisation 

was contagious. Fieldwork 

(Scarborough) was 

tremendous fun too, I 

remember drawing cliff 

profiles at Flamborough 

Head and thinking 'this is as 

good as it gets'. Mind you I 

was only 16 and didn't have 

a lot of life experience to 

base that on. Better things 

have happened since.”   

When has geography helped 

you in your life?  

“I doubt it has beyond my 

job. The important 

transferable skills - analysis, 

advocacy, joined-up thinking 

- do come from other 

curriculum sites too. Most of 

my left-wing / libertarian / 

politically-correct views, 

which I value enormously, 

were nurtured by sociology 

A-level and an MA in cultural 

studies, rather than 

geoggers. I think it's a better 

question when posed to 

someone who's done a 

geography degree and used 

those skills as a springboard 

to, say, law or hedge funds”. 

What do you enjoy most 

about teaching geography? 

“Really explaining how stuff 

works - delivering system 

theory maybe. There's a lot I 

do that I am proud of but 

don't necessarily really enjoy 

 

“I think we’re coming towards a sort 

of critical transition in how we, as 

humans, influence the world around 

us” 
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in the way I enjoy being a 

musician, which I also am.  

But there are odd moments 

when it's properly fun. 

Curriculum design and blue-

sky thinking is where 

enjoyment is greatest as it is 

truly creative in a way 

teaching perhaps is not, and 

luckily I get to do quite a lot 

of that as a consultant and 

senior examiner. I quite 

enjoy setting exam papers 

too, in a nerdy geeky way”. 

What’s the biggest issue 

geographers will have to face 

in the next 100 years? 

“Do you mean as a subject 

community? In which case it 

is our own survival which is 

not guaranteed with 

curriculum and skills (and 

politics) in perpetual flux in 

the UK and globally. They 

don't have geography in US 

schools for instance, so don't 

assume we'll always have it 

in the UK. But if you mean 

the biggest challenge we 

geographers are supposed to 

providing answers for, on 

behalf of the world, it is how 

to deliver economic 

development, long life 

expectancy and happiness to 

7 billion people within the 

environmental constraints 

that exist. How can 7 billion 

people possibly become 

middle class and not 

seriously screw up the 

planet?” 

Dr Garett Nagle 

What was your best 

memory from 

geography A level? 

“On a fieldtrip at 

Swanage, we had a 

week down there in 

February 1979 and 

the weather was 

atrocious but we 

were out doing a lot 

of walking and data 

collecting and then 

stayed in the youth 

hostel. There was a 

group of about 

thirteen of us and 

we all sort of gelled 

together and 

because the 

weather was so bad we kind 

of enjoyed it in a bizarre way. 

We had some very funny 

teachers, one whose lessons 

were just hugely 

entertaining. The fieldwork 

was very good, we didn’t 

have any coursework to do 

but we were encouraged by 

the teachers to do as much 

research as we could. We had 

small sets and very friendly 

teachers and that was very 

good”. 

When has geography helped 

you in your life?  

“Map reading skills, 

statistical skills cartographic 

skills, graphical skills, being 

able to take complex issues 

and break them down into 

ways people can understand. 

I think it’s a very good way of 

being able to communicate 

well with people. Then 

because of the classroom 

skills and you develop those 

ways of presenting data to 

people, that’s helped me to 

get into doing articles and 

writing books”.  

What do you enjoy most 

about teaching geography?  

 “I think I’ve quite enjoyed 

the contemporary nature in 

some of the environmental 

issues like new stuff coming 

so for example all the horse 

meat stuff has been great. I 

also teach environmental 

studies and we’ve been  

 

“How can 7 billion people 

possibly become middle class 

and not seriously screw up the 

planet?” 
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looking at ‘why is it that you 

don’t eat horse meat in 

Britain but they do in 

France?’ so there’s a cultural 

influence on food and then 

we’ve also been looking at, in 

Biogeography, Cane toad 

populations in Australia. I 

think it’s a very dynamic 

subject, it varies week-by-

week, month-by-month and 

this is why I think that just 

going on newspapers and 

their websites is so 

interesting because there’s 

new geography every couple 

of weeks if not every day”.  

What is the biggest issue 

geographers will have to face 

in the next 100 years? 

 

“I think their all linked 

together because there’s 

energy security, water 

security, biodiversity and 

conservation and population 

issues. I guess if there’s one 

issue that links them all it’s 

probably the increasing 

ecological footprints because 

that kind of measures how 

much water we use, how 

much food we use, how 

many trees we cut down and 

our nuclear power use. I 

think just the way we use 

and abuse the planet is going 

to be the big issue. Not sure 

I’d like to be around in 50 

years’ time! On the other 

hand, I think there’s great 

potential – this whole  

 

fracking thing could put back 

the energy problem 50-60 

years, equally that might lead 

to a whole new set of 

problems: more earthquakes, 

problems with ground water 

and water supply. That’s part 

of the whole subject – 

changes/changing all the 

time”.  

Thanks to Dr Langdon, Dr 

Oakes and Dr Nagle for 

agreeing to be interviewed. 

The interviews were 

conducted at CLFS during the 

school’s A-Level geography 

revision conference. 
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Geography, Education and 

the Future, Edited by 

Graham Butt (2011). 

Continuum. 

This is a book for teachers of 

geography.  

This book is a powerful 

statement of what 

constitutes good geography 

teaching in the 2010s. The 

contributors to this book 

read like a ‘who’s who’ of 

geography education 

academia such as David 

Lambert, John Morgan and 

Margaret Roberts and each 

one tackles an important 

contemporary issue. Part 1 

focuses on young people’s 

experiences of the world, and 

how the school geography 

curriculum can respond to 

their needs, important 

specifically because of 

Ofsted’s recent criticism of 

the subject being ‘irrelevant’ 

to today’s children. Part 2 

takes three key geography 

concepts of place, space and 

change and offers an 

exposition of how these 

concepts form a crucial part 

of school geography. Part 3 

focuses on geographical 

knowledge, what it is, how it 

is framed and how teachers 

can use their extensive 

geographical knowledge to 

help students make sense of 

the world. Part 4 tackles the  

 

controversial issue of global 

ethics, environment and 

citizenship issues. Each part 

is introduced and concluded 

by an expert in their field, 

with educational sociologists 

like Michael Young 

contributing. 

Underlying all of this is the 

notion of the ‘future’- 

preparing young people for 

life in an ever changing 

world. Geography should be 

the best placed subject to do 

this, and this book captures 

this optimism and makes it 

real for the teachers who are 

now the ‘curriculum makers’. 

Mr Richard Bustin 

The Earth from Above 

(2012), by Yann Arthus-

Bertrand. 

Earth From Above, now in its 

third edition, is a photo book 

shot by the famous French 

photographer Yann Arthus-

Bertrand, who is a journalist, 

environmentalist and 

reporter. The book consists 

of aerial photos taken during 

a ten-year period, with 

written descriptions on what 

geographical problems we 

are facing. 

From absolute wilderness in 

Siberia to overcrowded cities 

in India, this book allows 

readers to look at our home 

in a refreshing and exquisite 

angle. High resolution 

photographs captured with 

style guarantee a breath-

taking reading experience. In 

terms of the content, the 

author’s research has 

successfully transformed the 

album into a live textbook. 

Informative descriptions 

provide statistical data about 

global issues such as 

population growth and water 

shortage. Together with the 

stunning photographs, 

readers would be easily 

interested and this book can 

surely arouse people’s 

awareness. 

For example one photo is 

taken in Los Angeles. The 

winding highways and roads 

form a strong visual image. It 

reflects the economic 

prosperity of a world 

renowned metropolis. 

However, on the other hand, 

massive traffic can cause 

serious air pollution and 

produce massive amount of 

solid waste. The good point 

of using pictures to present 

messages is that geographers 

could think about the issues 

around the image rather 

than just appreciating the 

surface of it.  

Matthew Choi 
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Arrival City: How the 

largest migration in 

history is reshaping our 

world (2013). Doug 

Saunders. 

This book focuses on the 

phenomena of rural to urban 

migration, which is a 

stalwart of most GCSE and A-

Level geography courses. 

Where this book differs from 

textbooks is that rather than 

focussing on dry statistics or 

data of numbers of migrants 

it tells the real life stories of 

the people themselves who 

move. It follows the 

agonising decisions that face 

them; leaving the relative 

safety and security of their 

rural lives with their 

livelihoods in agriculture and 

travelling to the ‘bright 

lights’ of mega cities.  

When explaining decisions to 

leave the rural dwellers 

featured often explain 

eloquently their experiences 

of some of the challenges of 

the 21st century; water 

shortages, over population, 

declining fertility of the soil 

and the economic promise of 

the city. The journeys 

themselves are often 

remarkable and fraught with 

challenges and can take 

years to complete, with 

numerous stop offs in 

smaller towns and cities 

whilst more money is earned 

for the next leg of the 

journey. The story continues 

into their new homes, with 

the recently migrated telling 

of the new challenges in their 

lives. For some, the decision 

to move was a blessing, they 

earn more money than ever 

before, can send money 

home to their families and 

have new jobs and skills. For 

others it is a life of 

discrimination, a feeling of 

isolation and loneliness in 

the faceless city. 

This book reminds us of the 

often missed aspects of 

studying geography, that 

ultimately we are studying 

real people and real families 

who make drastic life 

changing decisions. Families 

such as the Tafader sisters 

who moved from Bangladesh 

to Tower Hamlets in London. 

Their experiences, recounted 

in the book, include 

discrimination in 1980s 

London and isolation in a 

council tower block and 

absolute frustration at not 

being able to communicate in 

English. But they also talk of 

hope, their children have 

received a British education 

and they are hopeful for a 

bright future. The fact that 

their concerns are the same 

as the rest of us puts their 

decisions into context, they 

just want the best for 

themselves and their 

children and are prepared to 

move half way around the 

world or across vast 

distances to achieve it. 

We are heading into an 

urban future, with cultural 

diaspora communities 

forming a part of 

increasingly multicultural 

cities. This book gets under 

the skin of this process and 

focuses on the most 

important aspect of the 

story, the people.  

Mr Richard Bustin 
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“How can 7 billion people 

possibly become middle class 

and not seriously screw up the 

planet?” 

Dr Oakes Interview p28 

 

“I think we’re coming towards a sort 

of critical transition in how we, as 

humans, influence the world around 

us” 

Dr Langdon Interview p27 

 


