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INTERNING WITH THE ENVIRONMENTAL
AUDIT COMMITTEE

From February to April this year, in the midst of lockdown and
halfway through the third year of my PhD, | took 3 months
away from geochemistry to work with the Environmental Audit
Committee, a House of Commons Select Committee. Although
not sure that | wanted to pursue a policy career, applying to
the scheme seemed like a great opportunity to learn more
about the career path and develop transferable skills.

| applied in the summer and, following an interview, | was
offered a place as a POST (Parliamentary Office of Science

and Technology) Fellow, and seconded to the Environmental
Audit Committee (EAC) for my internship. Usually these policy
internships would be based in London, but with home-
working firmly in place, on 1st February | found myself logging
onto a secured Parliamentary laptop, about to meet a

Select Committee.

| was thrown straight in to work as a Committee Researcher.
I would be heading up the planning for an April inquiry session
on ‘Community Energy; which was part of an overarching

In the lab doing column chemistry pre-Covid, and with the mass spectrometer.
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year-long ‘Technological Innovations and Climate Change’
inquiry. The committees are made up of cross-party groups of
MPs, and each committee has a team of researchers (which now
included me!), clerks and support staff who work behind-the-
scenes to put together recommendations from the MPs to pass
to the Government, who are then obligated to respond and
either defend their position, or take on board any suggestions.

The inquiry’s aim was to scrutinise the support for community
energy in current UK policy, the role community energy could
play in tackling climate change and emissions reduction,

and any regulation or policy changes that could or should

be implemented to boost the sector. | oversaw this inquiry
from start to finish, and it was great to be given so much
responsibility. This was a really interesting and topical

inquiry to be involved in - it highlighted just how important
community schemes are, not only for increasing support

and use of renewable energy, but as a key way to change the
mindset and energy behaviour of local populations.

| would highly recommend the internship scheme to other UKRI-
funded PhD students. I'm now enjoying settling back into lab
work again, but keeping an eye on what the EAC are up to. Their
Twitter account is @CommonsEAC - look out for a Government
response on community energy in the UK, due soon!

@ Read more https://blog.esc.cam.ac.uk/?p=2084

Presenting my research at Goldschmidt 2019
in Barcelona in the first year of my PhD.
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CORALS ON CLIMATE, AND WHY THEY ARE EVEN
COOLERTHAN YOU ALREADY THINK
Madi East, PhD Student

Most structures we recognize as coral are actually home to
hundreds to thousands of tiny creatures, called, ‘polyps’ Related
to anemones and jellyfish, these polyps secrete a hard external
skeleton of calcium carbonate - this provides them with a home
and gives rise to the branching, brainy or platy structures we

see on a reef. It's this mineralized skeleton, and how coral polyps
build it, that is the subject of my PhD research.

In the lab, and armed with a microscope and some coral
skeletons for the first time, | was amazed by how intricate and
varied the microscale architectures were. | came to learn that, at
every scale, there are organized and repeatable units, such that
the skeletal anatomy of an entire colony could be traced back to
the organization of single crystals.

Using a very high powered microscope, known as a scanning
electron microscope, | have seen lacy corallite cups arranged like
the petals of a rose, tessellating snowflakes and even jagged rings
like sharks teeth.

I'was intrigued to learn that corals produce their own sunscreen,
and may even coordinate skeletal growth with the cycle of the
moon. And who knew that polyps could capture prey using
harpoon stinging cells located on their tentacles?

From both the oldest corals in the sea, to those in the fossil
record, corals help us put together pieces of the environmental
puzzle of the past, from thousand to millions of years ago.

But like everything in science, things get a bit more complicated
as you delve deeper! Sitting between the seawater and the
growing crystal is a living, breathing, photosynthesizing
organism. Such biological processes can influence the chemistry
of the microenvironment. Many variables can influence the
chemical makeup of the skeleton, potentially muddying the
environmental record we hope to read.

Looking down the microscope at coral textures.
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Madi East

Corals are in a tough spot. Human driven impacts like warming
oceans that lead to coral bleaching events, have the potential to
wipe out reefs completely by the end of the century. | hope that
in deepening our understanding of this incredible creature, and
our knowledge of what climates it has survived in the past, I can
help play some part in securing it a brighter future.

Scanning electron microscope images showing a variety of coral form (note the
scale at the bottom right).
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There are four ways that you can allocate
your gift:

- The Earth Sciences Fieldwork Fund
helps maintain the Department’s strong
commitment to field teaching as a vital
way of bringing lecture and practical
material to life. Boosting fieldwork
provision for all students who have
missed field courses due to Covid
restrictions will involve extra costs, which
the fund can help with.

- The Earth Sciences Student Support
Fund helps individual students
struggling with the extra costs of doing
an Earth Sciences degree. Our aim is for
nobody to be disadvantaged because
they can't afford a field course fee, or the
cost of a laptop for remote learning
for instance.

- The Sedgwick Museum of Earth

Sciences Fund helps the Museum to
care for and share its internationally
important collections. The Museum

has continued to provide access to its
collections for researchers and students
throughout the pandemic, while its
targeted school and public programmes
encourage the next generation of

Earth Scientists.

- The Earth Sciences General Fund is

unrestricted in its use. It can help to
support all urgent or unexpected needs
within the Department, which include
topping up partially-funded postgraduate
studentships, helping with travel to
research labs, with new initiatives for lab
equipment, and — most recently — adding
cameras to microscopes to allow socially-
distanced teaching.

You can donate online at philanthropy.
cam.ac.uk/give-to-cambridge/earth-
sciences or fill out the Donation Form
inserted with this GeoCam.

For further information about donating
to Earth Sciences or guidance on how to
leave a gift, please do contact us.

Cara Hanman
alumni@esc.cam.ac.uk

Jasmine Aslan

Associate Director of Physical Sciences
jasmine.aslan@admin.cam.ac.uk

Dr Ed Tipper speaks to students during the Arran
2021 fieldtrip.
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Thank you to our donors 2020-2021

We wish to thank alumni and friends who have generously made donations to the Department over
the last year. Every effort has been made to ensure this list is accurate; do contact us if you believe we

have made an omission.

We would also like to thank all those who made a gift to the Department anonymously.
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Follow us online;

@ esc.cam.ac.uk
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esc.cam.ac.uk/about-us/news
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Cambridge Earth Sciences blog:
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Design and Print Management H2 Associates, Cambridge

Moving home?

To keep in touch, make sure you update
your contact details with us at:
alumni.cam.ac.uk/contact/
update-your-details
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