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FROM THE CAMBRIDGE  
EARTH SCIENCES BLOG

FOR ALL THE LATEST CAMBRIDGE EARTH SCIENCES 
BLOG POSTS VISIT BLOG.ESC.CAM.AC.UK

INTERNING WITH THE ENVIRONMENTAL  
AUDIT COMMITTEE 
Carrie Soderman, Research Student

From February to April this year, in the midst of lockdown and 
halfway through the third year of my PhD, I took 3 months 
away from geochemistry to work with the Environmental Audit 
Committee, a House of Commons Select Committee. Although 
not sure that I 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. 

I applied in the summer and, following an interview, I 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 I found myself logging 
onto a secured Parliamentary laptop, about to meet a  
Select Committee. 

I 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  

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. I 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. 

I 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 
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Presenting my research at Goldschmidt 2019 
in Barcelona in the first year of my PhD.

In the lab doing column chemistry pre-Covid, and with the mass spectrometer.
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CORALS ON CLIMATE, AND WHY THEY ARE EVEN 
COOLER THAN 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, I was amazed by how intricate and 
varied the microscale architectures were. I 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, I 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. 

Scanning electron microscope images showing a variety of coral form (note the 
scale at the bottom right).

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. I 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.

  
�Read more: https://blog.esc.cam.ac.uk/?p=2179
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Donations from our alumni are increasingly important in adding value to our students’ 
experience of Earth Sciences, whether through teaching or through research as a Part II or III 
undergraduate or post grad. 

Make a world of difference in Earth Sciences

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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BOOKING FORM

Earth Sciences Alumni Day and Dinner 
Saturday 14 May 2022

Alumni Day and Dinner at £66 (inc VAT)	 No. 	 £  
per person (includes refreshments,  
drinks reception and dinner in Downing College)

Alumni Day only at £18 (inc VAT) 	 No. 	 £  
per person (includes refreshments  
and drinks reception)

I enclose a cheque for £ 	 Total	 £  
(made payable to the University of Cambridge)

Name(s) of guests: 

Any dietary requirements: 

Name: 

Address: 

 

Telephone: 

E-mail: 

Year of Graduation:  Part II or III  PhD
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Return form with payment to:

Cara Hanman, Alumni Co-ordinator 
Department of Earth Sciences 
Downing Street 
Cambridge CB2 3EQ

T +44 (0) 1223 333442 
E alumni@esc.cam.ac.uk 
www.esc.cam.ac.uk

How the University uses your data
The University of Cambridge is registered under the UK Data Protection 
Act and is committed to protecting your personal information. Please  
see our data protection statement at: www.alumni.cam.ac.uk/ 
data-protection for details of how we process and hold your data.

Welcome
Welcome to Issue 19 of GeoCam. As ever, this edition is the culmination of many 
months of planning and work by dozens of members of the Department – 
researchers, academic and support staff, and alumni contributors alike – and 
is a brilliant example of the collaboration that has kept us all moving forward 
together throughout this challenging year. 

When the last issue of GeoCam arrived in your letterbox, we were 100% online 
teaching and close monitoring of the number of people in offices and labs 
was the norm, as was (for many) working from home. With the reduction in 
restrictions and increased accessibility to vaccines to take us forward, the 
summer saw students head off on field trips, once again experiencing one of the 
most memorable aspects of their time studying Earth Sciences. 

The start of the 21-22 academic year has been one filled with optimism. A full 
return to face-to-face teaching, labs, field trips, clubs, activities, and those much-
missed student experiences has added to the positivity within the Department. 
The traditional 11.00 coffee time has returned, with an ever-growing gaggle of 
staff gathering each day to spark new ideas and trigger new collaborations. The 
end results of this daily ‘work event’ can be seen in the research stories within 
these very pages.

Research in the field, studying landscapes as seemingly diverse as the foothills of 
the Himalayas, the English Midlands and the Welsh Borders, provides potential 
for a greater understanding of how mountain belts work. Discover how an Earth 
Sciences degree can contribute to a varied career in the corporate (non-Earth 
Sciences) world – does it compare with your own professional journey? Learn 
how, armed with nothing more than the humble thin section (and a universal 
stage), it is possible to reveal the complex processes occurring underneath 
volcanoes. Peruse our news headlines and get a taste of one or two of our blog 
posts for an overview of all that we’ve been up to in the Department. 

There is much to uncover within these pages, not least our gratitude for the 
support of our generous donors. With four funds in place to support field trips, 
students, the Sedgwick Museum, and a general fund that allows the Department 
to allocate funds where they are needed, donations are gratefully received. Your 
support helps us ensure an enriching experience and greater opportunities for 
everyone under the Department’s care. 

In a similar vein to the work that has gone into creating this magazine, a group of 
people, led by our Alumni Relations team, are working diligently on the Alumni 
Day and Dinner. It has been three years since we were able to host this event and 
we are all looking forward to welcoming you back this May. 

I wish you a safe, healthy, and much more typical 2022. We hope to see you soon, 

Richard Harrison, Head of Department
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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.

AWE Blacknest
Friends of the Sedgwick 
Museum
Raonull and Eileen MacInnes 
Trust
Chris Hughes
Bill Groves
Chris Jones
James Hones
Jo Black
Narmin Siddique
Natasha Tatel
Richard Griffin

1948 
Alan Wells

1952
Brian Norford

1955
Philip Robinson

1956
Peter Warren

1960
Mark Moody-Stuart
Michael Seymour

1961
Jeff Bowen

1969
Barry Jefferies

1972
Paul Conyers
Ralph Wilkinson
Mary-Anne Enoch

1976
Robert Poddubiuk

1980
Marcus Flint

1982
Simon Redfern

1983
Mike Percival
Humphrey Cobbold

1987
Franca Oboh-Ikuenobe

1993
Andy Butler

1994
Jenny Brett

2000
Christopher Balmer
Corin Hughes

2001
Fran Barrigan
Kirsty Dodds
John Elliott
Joanna Ellis
Jon Farrant
Jacob Hall
Sarah Johnson
Jamie Knibbs
Samantha Large
Laura Lawton
Ruth McKnight
Virginia Newton-Lewis
Louise Parker
Tom Russon
Niall Sayers
Caroline Sindrey
Anna Watkins
Katie Whitbread
Helena Wrigglesworth

2002
Alistair Crosby
Eleanor Green

2004
Maria Andersson Bianchi
James Banton
Michael Coffin
Jillian Hegarty
Louise Jeffery

Mark Logie
Ajay Mistry
Bob Myhill
Robert Pemberton

2006
Taryn Baker
Daniel Chapman
Rebecca George
Danielle Lopes
Hannah Mottram
Matthew Parsons
Natalie Read
Michael Turner
Owen Weller

Follow us online:

 
esc.cam.ac.uk

 �
Latest news:   
esc.cam.ac.uk/about-us/news 

 
�Cambridge Earth Sciences blog:   
blog.esc.cam.ac.uk

 �
ESC on Twitter:  
@EarthSciCam

 �
ESC on Instagram:  
@cambridgeearthsciences

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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Earth Sciences Alumni Day and Dinner  
Saturday 14 May 2022

Dear alumni

We will be holding our 2022 Alumni Day and Dinner on 
Saturday 14 May. All Earth Sciences alumni, their partners and 
families are warmly invited to join us and I hope to welcome 
many of you back to the Department. 

We are creating a diverse and interesting programme of 
activities throughout the day, including talks, tours and 
activities and an Alumni Dinner in Downing College.

The afternoon begins with registration and refreshments in 
the Watson Gallery (ground floor common room) at 2pm and 
closes with a wine reception in the Sedgwick Museum at 
5.30pm followed by the Alumni Dinner in Downing College. 
Day only tickets are available for £15 and Day and Dinner tickets 
are £55 per person.  

We hope that you will be able to join us.  Bookings can 
be made on-line at https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/
earth-sciences-alumni-day-and-dinner-2022-
tickets-224625540037 (please note: EventBrite adds fees and 
VAT to the ticket price) or alternatively please complete the 
attached form and send it to us, together with a cheque.

As on previous occasions, we intend to invite members of 
the Sedgwick Club to join us for dinner at a subsidised rate.  
Alumni have enjoyed meeting students and this has added to 
the success of the occasion. The subsidy will be provided by 
the Department but if anyone would like to contribute to this 
cause, do please let us know.

If you would like any help to contact fellow alumni and 
organise a group, or have any questions please do get in touch 
with Cara at alumni@esc.cam.ac.uk.

Richard Harrison 
Head of Department

Be part of the future  
with a gift in your Will
A gift to the Department in your Will could help the Department flourish far into 
the future. Such a gift can open up a world of opportunity for future students, 
researchers and academics. Many of our donors find that a gift in their Will is a  
good way to make a significant and lasting contribution.

For further information about the impact of a legacy and guidance on how 
to leave a gift to the Department of Earth Sciences please do contact us:

Cara Hanman, Alumni Co-ordinator 
Department of Earth Sciences 
E: alumni@esc.cam.ac.uk	

Jasmine Aslan, Associate Director of Physical Sciences 
University of Cambridge Development and Alumni Relations 
E: jasmine.aslan@admin.cam.ac.uk
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