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A Note from Professor Gerry Kearns, Head of 

the Geography Department, Maynooth 

University. 

 

Welcome to our Milieu. Here you can find 

geographers talking about racism, about 

environmental justice, and about the idea of the 

Creative City. You will find us thinking about 

ecofeminism, about regional approaches to 

Geography, and about geological time-scales. You 

will find us learning through work-placements, 

through the study of cinema, and the serendipity of 

travel. You find us in the field, in the study, and in 

the classroom. Or, at least you find our reports from 

these places because right now most of us are at 

home. So, this volume has been assembled and will 

be distributed online. This was a remarkable 

enterprise and achievement. My congratulations 

and my thanks go to the writers and editorial team. 

How will geographers make sense of the tragedy of 

Covid-19? I am sure that next yearôs geographers 

will be thinking about the interconnectedness of 

places sketched out by the track of this virus. We 

will think about the racism that has produced such 

unequal vulnerability (Mitchum 2020), the 

environmental injustice that puts so many of the 

people of southern China in close proximity to the 

ecologies where new strains of influenza emerge 

(Wallace 2016), and the ways creativity was 

mobilised to make new online communities under 

crisis (UNESCO 2020). We will no doubt also ask 

how feminism offers a way to think about Covid-

19 as produced by a particular relation with nature 

(Hutner 2020). We will be trying to understand 

how geopolitical structures, national cultures and 

regional politics shaped mortality (Micallef 2020). 

We will explore ways to understand the emergence 

of this new virus in the context of our 

Anthropocene (Settele et al. 2020). As Milieu 42 

shows, geographers have the curiosity and 

analytical acumen to rise to the challenge. 

 

 

Bibliography 

Hetner, H. (2020) Earth Day, ecofeminism and 

racial injustice in the year of the plague, COVID-

19, MsMagazine (22 April), 

https://msmagazine.com/2020/04/22/earth-day-

ecofeminism-and-racial-injustice-in-the-year-of-

the-plague-covid-19/  

 

Micallef, J. V. (2020) The geopolitics of the 

coronavirus, Military.com (25 February 2020), 

https://www.military.com/daily-

news/2020/02/25/geopolitics-coronavirus.html  

 

Mitchum, P. (2020) Why does Black America 

have more COVID-19 deaths? Racism, The Grio 

(10 April), https://thegrio.com/2020/04/10/black-

america-covid-19-deaths-racism/  

 

Settele, J., Díaz, S., Brondizio, E. and Daszak, P. 

(2020) COVID-19 Stimulus measures must save 

lives, protect livelihoods, and safeguard nature to 

reduce the risk of future pandemics. Bonn: 

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, 

https://ipbes.net/covid19stimulus  

 

UNESCO (2020) People are turning to Culture for 

support. Yet Culture is also suffering from the 

Covid-19 outbreak. Paris: UNESCO, 

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/cultureresponse  

 

Wallace, R. (2016) Big Farms Make Big Flu: 

Dispatches on Infectious Disease, Agribusiness, 

and the Nature of Science. New York: Monthly 

Review Press. 

 

 

https://msmagazine.com/2020/04/22/earth-day-ecofeminism-and-racial-injustice-in-the-year-of-the-plague-covid-19/
https://msmagazine.com/2020/04/22/earth-day-ecofeminism-and-racial-injustice-in-the-year-of-the-plague-covid-19/
https://msmagazine.com/2020/04/22/earth-day-ecofeminism-and-racial-injustice-in-the-year-of-the-plague-covid-19/
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/02/25/geopolitics-coronavirus.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/02/25/geopolitics-coronavirus.html
https://thegrio.com/2020/04/10/black-america-covid-19-deaths-racism/
https://thegrio.com/2020/04/10/black-america-covid-19-deaths-racism/
https://ipbes.net/covid19stimulus
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/cultureresponse


3 
 

A Note from The Geography Society  

 

The Geography Society would like to start by 

saying a massive thank you to the editorial team 

which included William, Caoilfhionn, Conchúr and 

Siobhán. They went above and beyond to make 

sure this yearôs Milieu was published. Things were 

made difficult with the current pandemic and 

without their dedication and hard work this edition 

of Milieu would not have been possible. The 

Geography Society greatly appreciate all the hard 

work and dedication they have put in. 

The Geography Society is a great way of meeting 

new people and making friends. It teaches you 

great communication skills. For example, the 

society must liaise with the Geography Department 

for events and activities. 

The society, along with the department, come 

together to create the Milieu magazine. This is 

another great opportunity to learn new skills and 

meet new people. For example, advertising for 

people to send work in to launching it, printers must 

be organised, working and communicating with 

each other to put it together. 

There is plentiful of skills and fun to be had by 

being part of such a wonderful team. As President 

of the committee, I have learnt so much about 

myself, met new friends along the way and created 

lifelong memories all of which will be cherished. 

I would like to take this opportunity to invite 

current first years, second years, Erasmus students 

and postgraduate students to email me, if you are 

interested in getting involved with the Geography 

Society, in the next academic year. If you are 

interested in joining please contact me by email at: 

kate.quinn.2019@mumail.ie  

We are looking forward to meeting you, and we 

hope you enjoy this year's Milieu!  

 

Kate Quinn  

President of Geography Society  

 

 

  

Kate Quinn (President) and Adam Conway 

(Vice- President) at Fairs Day 2019. 

 

 

 

Geography Society Stand at Fairs Day. 
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Editorial Note 

 

Welcome to Milieu 2020! The 42nd Edition of 

Milieu, and the very first online version of the 

annual Department of Geography magazine. As a 

Department, we have managed to work together 

and make online teaching possible in such difficult 

circumstances. We couldnôt possibly let COVID-

19 stop Milieu. 

We are incredibly excited to bring you articles, 

photos and memories from both students and staff 

this year. We had a phenomenal selection of 

articles submitted to us, on a variety of topics 

ranging from eco-feminism, film studies, 

geography work experience and power and race. 

We also have included memories from when we 

could travel further than the 2km radius, with 

photos from the Geography Field Trip in 

Lanzarote. Not jealous at allé. There are some 

special inclusions from students who are 

nominated for awards and modules that were taught 

this year. This is all topped off with a selection of 

reminiscences from the year in our photo section. 

The editorial team would like to thank each author 

who submitted such interesting articles, 

contributions and great photographs from the 

department activities over the past year. We would 

also like to thank the Geography Society and 

Department of Geography, especially Neasa Hogan 

and Adrian Kavanagh, for their assistance and 

encouragement in bringing Milieu to life this year. 

Without their help and support, we would not have 

been able to make this possible. 

Thank you for reading and we hope you enjoy the 

very first online version of Milieu! 

 

Caoilfhionn, Conchúr, Siobhán and William. 

Milieu 2020 Editorial Team 
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Approaches to Human Geography 

Author: Niamh Henry 

 

The following short play was produced as part of 

the GY305 Approaches to Human Geography 

Module. The play is set in the 1970s, as 

geographers gather to try to come up with a 

solution to the possibility that geography might be 

removed as an academic discipline in universities 

across Ireland. 

Three geographers with very different approaches 

to human geography are in the middle of a debate 

about which of them has the most effective, 

valuable way to do geography. Dr. Sarah Martin, 

a radical feminist geographer, Professor Colin 

McCullen, a regional geographer, and Dr. Seamus 

Murphy, a spatial scientist.  

 

 

Prof. Colin McCullen : Weôre all here to discuss 

our individual approaches to geography so we can 

come to one inclusive, effective way to ensure 

geography remains as an academic discipline. We 

cannot let what happened in Harvard to happen 

hereé Shall I go first? 

Dr. Sarah Martin : Sorry, if you donôt mind, Iôm 

going to say my piece first. After all, it took myself 

and my fellow feminist geographers long enough 

before our voices were heard.  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: Ladies first. Iôm interested 

to see your pointsé 

Dr. Sarah Martin :  Well, let me start from the 

beginning. Environmental determinist theories? 

Men. Regional Geography studies? Men. The 

mighty quantitative revolution and spatial science? 

Oh, shocker, men. In all these approaches which 

claim to be ñdominantò and most ñvaluableò, you 

have all been completely ignorant of all the 

amazing research and studies which have been 

done to develop approaches and theories to 

geography by FEMALE GEOGRAPHERS, since 

the beginning of the discipline. No wonder weôre in 

this pickle now, fighting for the survival of 

geography! Have you even for a second given a 

thought to how much development could have been 

accomplished in the discipline if anyone had 

listened and learned from a female geographer 

rather than ignoring any bit of knowledge that was 

created? If geography was inclusive of gender, then 

we would have better ways of studying geography 

and we would have studied issues concerning 

women. From the very start, much of what 

constitutes as geography has been solely 

constructed by men, and that is the problem with 

geography.  

Professor Colin McCullen: Okay, you have made 

a valid point, geography has ignored the knowledge 

produced by women for a long time and it is 

shamefully wrong. However, in your area, what is 

the approach to doing geography? How is it 

contributing to the discipline? 

Dr. Seamus Murphy: Yeah, I agree with you, 

women should have been given more credit, and I 

acknowledge that, but, as Colin has already pointed 

out, where is the method here? Whatôs your 

approach as a radical feminist geographer? 

Dr. Sarah Martin : Our approach is a social 

reordering of how we study geography. We do not 

have one core theory; we have multiple. Our focus 

is on transforming the patriarchal societies of 

which we live in. The hierarchal traits of men 

dominate women, limiting them for succeeding in 

life the same way men do. Their opportunities are 

barred, and we are being left behind. Geography 

needs to be revised in a way which is inclusive of 

gender. Gender is just as important as any other 

factor in studying geography. It is equally as 

important as economic, political or cultural factors!  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: I completely agree, Sarah, 

itôs wrong how women have been ignored in the 

history of our discipline. To be fair, how can we 

progress and call ourselves an academic discipline 

if we havenôt listened to a female perspective? Why 

is it that women werenôt listened to in the past? 

Sarah, do you know? 
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Dr. Sarah Martin : Thereôs this whole idea that 

only men produce objective knowledge, and 

women are too emotional to produce concrete 

studies. We have a theory that is based on 

epistemology and explains how we produce 

knowledge and where it comes from. The 

traditional view has always been that men produce 

logic and objective knowledge, and women are the 

total opposite. This is not true! Our epistemological 

theory has proven that women produce just as 

logical knowledge as any man would, and it is the 

normative roles in society that have contributed to 

the ideology that women cannot produce objective 

knowledge because theyôre too attached to nature. 

It is all rubbish, and I strongly disagree. For the 

gender problems to disappear in geography, we 

need to demolish the patriarchy! 

Professor Colin McCullen: Can I just say, isnôt 

your approach a bit too sociological to be an 

approach to geography? I mean, it is a great 

approach and all, but wouldnôt you be better off 

researching your topic using a sociological 

imagination rather than geographic thought? 

Dr. Sarah Martin : We focus our theories on how 

the social construction of gender dominates space 

in womenôs lives. Thatôs one thing we share in 

geography; we all study space, place, or both. In the 

public space, women feel fear, and itôs seen as a 

space of masculinity and fear, whereas in the 

private space, it is assumed women feel safe and 

calm. In fact, the opposite is true as studies have 

proven that most violence against women occurs in 

private space. This is because media tend to report 

the violence which happens to women in the public 

space, and the media is ignorant of violence which 

happens in the home. Violence and fear against 

women are geographically distributed among 

various places and spaces. Some women see some 

spaces as threatening and others as not. A woman 

finds certain places threatening where a man 

wouldnôt. Knowing this information, we can 

formulate theories that will help women see some 

places and spaces as less dangerous. 

 

Professor Colin McCullen: I must say, it is quite 

interesting to hear a femaleôs perspective on doing 

geography, and your points are extremely 

important and valid.  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: I mean, my way of doing 

geography is completely different, but I do respect 

what you do, and I see how your approach is 

important in pushing towards a more progressive 

society and a safer space for women. Although to 

be fair, in my field, we do have a large amount of 

female spatial scientists, and theyôre very much 

involved in our work. 

Dr. Sarah Martin : I appreciate that Seamus, I 

know there are a few female spatial scientists in 

your field, and I think that reflects where society is 

going. Women are taking part in more scientific 

approaches across many disciplines, but I still feel 

like thereôs room for improvement. Right, Colin off 

you go. Whatôs regional geography, and why 

should we care? 

Professor Colin McCullen: So, in a nutshell, we 

regional geographers predominantly focus on 

analysing and describing the uniqueness of 

different regions. This helps us understand what 

has been imprinted on the landscape from the past, 

and it changes and transforms landscapes and 

cultures.  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: Weôre here to understand 

which of our methods is the most effective to 

ensure geography remains as an academic 

discipline. How is writing down what the land 

looks like and how it influences culture going to 

keep us there? It is too basic! There is no science 

behind this. Give me one reason why you believe 

your approach is effective?  

Professor Colin McCullen: Iôm sorry? You think 

our methods are basic? We regional geographers 

would go out analysing landscapes from dawn to 

dusk, seven days a week, to produce maps and 

descriptions of local areas to help us understand 

how it changes and develops. We spend hours and 

hours walking around analysing every single detail. 

The detail we have produced is by far more realistic 

than anything you spatial scientists produce with all 
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your assumptions. The amount of effort we put into 

every single project we take on is humungous, and 

we work incredibly hard. We take a physical 

approach. We go out to these places and learn about 

them from the landscape and the people. Yeah, 

thatôs right. We talk to people! Proper face to face 

communication is essential in producing 

knowledge on geography! One thing I can certainly 

vouch for is that regional geography has many 

female regional geographers who are included, 

producing amazing, illustrative, detailed accounts 

of regions across Ireland.  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: Oh, please, your idiographic 

methods are not needed. itôs laws and models and 

theories that are essential to the survival of 

geography! 

Professor Colin McCullen: Disagree with me if 

you like, but I donôt believe there is any need for 

statistical models and theories in geography. The 

sheer amount of effort put into creating detailed 

descriptive accounts of these places is scientific 

enough on its own, in my opinion. Geography is an 

exceptional subject, just like history. We do 

geography our own way with our methods, and I 

believe it can be just as effective as any other 

discipline.  We are living in this world, and we do 

not even understand how we came to be the way we 

are. Regional geography is influenced by 

possibilism, and it is an optimistic view of how the 

environment gives us options. We react to these 

options, and this is what shapes our unique regions 

and gives us our culture.  

Dr. Sarah Martin: That is true, Colin! Iôve read a 

few accounts written by female regional 

geographers, and there clearly is a huge amount of 

effort put into these accounts, but the fact that there 

are no theories doesnôt convince me that itôs a good 

enough approach to allow for the survival of our 

discipline.  

Professor Colin McCullen:  We do not classify 

our methods as scientific, we are solely idiographic 

in practice, and we do this to our best ability! Weôre 

moving away from science! 

Dr. Sarah Martin: So, youôre telling us that your 

approach uses no theoretical practices? How is this 

approach going to help us remain as an academic 

discipline in such a fast-paced world? The world 

today is so interconnected. Globalisation is 

spreading like wildfire, arenôt all regions the same 

apart from a few minor differences? Laws and 

theories are essential to the production of concrete 

knowledge! Vague, simplistic descriptions of 

different places are just not enough to keep us in 

the university.  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: Your approach is limited, 

there is only so much knowledge you can produce 

about regions! Itôs way too basic for what the world 

is looking for right now. Does either of you have 

any ideas? 

Professor Colin McCullen: Yeah? In order to 

progress today, regions need to be looked at even 

further in order to truly understand our own nature! 

Dr. Seamus Murphy:  No, absolutely not! The 

world is becoming more technologically advanced, 

itôs moving faster than ever before. We need 

problem solvers, people who are trained to handle 

large amounts of data. Also, have you even looked 

at the other disciplines who arenôt struggling for 

survival? They use nomothetic methods! We need 

to catch up with the worldsô other academic 

disciplines! There is a need for scientific methods, 

and if these methods are put into practice, they can 

seriously solve a lot of geographical world issues!  

Dr. Sarah Martin : Explain one of the methods you 

use so I can better understand.  

Dr. Seamus Murphy: We have developed models 

which help us understand how distance impacts on 

human behaviour, a seriously important topic in 

society right now. For example, Burgessô 

Concentric Urban Land-Use Model helps cities 

understand the placement of people by distance 

from the city. The further you move away from the 

city, the more developed, middle-class 

communities youôll find. These models help us 

understand whatôs going on in the world! Donôt 

you see? 
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Dr. Sarah Martin: But donôt you spatial scientists 

do everything by hand? I mean, how accurate can 

these models truly be? 

Dr. Seamus Murphy: We make assumptions, but 

otherwise, it would be impossible to propose these 

models. When we are studying an area, we assume 

an isotropic land surface, we assume population 

densities are the same and that everyone has perfect 

knowledge, the óEconomic Manô as we call it, and 

will act rationally. Weôre technologically limited, 

but the focus remains just as important! We use 

scientific methods, based in mathematics and 

statistics, to understand spatial relations between 

locations and how this influences human 

behaviour!  

Professor Colin McCullen: Having studied 

landscapes, I can assure you that topography 

creates barriers to movement, so this is certainly 

something that needs to be included in your 

models. Your ñisotropicò plain idea is ridiculous 

and unrealistic. You skew your attention to space 

in your study, but place is just as equally important! 

Dr. Sarah Martin: The óEconomic Manô produces 

perfect knowledge? Ha! Another obvious reason 

why we need to include gender in the approach to 

geography, youôre leaving out 50% of the worldôs 

entire population! Also, the idea that everyone acts 

rationally is ludicrous, and youôre naive to believe 

that. Crime rates? Violence against women? Only 

in a perfect world does everyone act rationally. 

Social issues are essential to any model that claims 

to present society, even if it solely represents 

locations. These issues matter, especially gender, 

and it needs to be represented! 

Dr. Seamus Murphy: Once we become more 

technologically advanced, I am sure we will be able 

to include social issues and more realistic 

perspectives of the landscape, but for now, we are 

limited. But you cannot deny that spatial science is 

the way forward to ensuring our survival in the 

university, itôs modern, itôs nomothetic, we 

produce theories, models, laws! We cannot 

continue chasing after everyone else as they 

progress their discipline to fit modernity. We are 

finished lagging behind! As a concluding note, I 

would just like to point out that if it wasnôt for the 

emergence of spatial science, our discipline would 

have ceased to exist long ago! 

Professor Colin McCullen: Look, weôll agree to 

disagree for the purpose of avoiding an argument. 

But I myself will continue to study regions, Iôm too 

old now, and Iôm pretty content in how I carry out 

my work (chuckles). 

 

Suggested Readings 

Cresswell, T. (2013) Geographic thought: a 

critical introduction. Chichester, UK: Wiley-

Blackwell.  
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The Importance of Historical Climatology in 

Understanding Past and Future Climate 

Variability and Change 

Author: Ruth Rochford 

 

Our climate is changing. This is not news. It is the 

unequivocal truth. The planet, the world, and its 

environments have been changing for centuries. 

Although the field of historical climatology has 

made significant contributions to understanding 

past climates, it could make many more 

contributions to our present-day discussions on the 

worldôs global climate knowledge, its impacts, and 

our responses. (Carey, 2012). Historical 

climatology is the study of historical changes in the 

climate and their effect on human history on 

development. It can be a useful tool in predicting a 

vulnerability in climate variations, climate 

extremes, and natural disasters. However, it also 

depicts social representations of climate and the 

geographical locations of the affected areas. If the 

location had a strong team of researchers and the 

resources to prevent climate impacts, perhaps 

disasters would not be as prominent. Therefore, the 

use of historical climatology is essential in 

observing our changing planet. In this sense, 

geographers can monitor and contrast past climate 

variability in order to better inform current 

understandings.  

Locally, Ireland has a rich history of weather 

watching. The earliest recovered weather diary 

stems from 1682, written by John Kevan in Co. 

Kilkenny for the Duke of Ormond. (Dixon, 2017). 

It was in the 1800ôs that geographers learned how 

to take quality instrumental observations, ensuring 

that observers would be able to guarantee correct 

information. It is even said that Oscar Wildeôs 

father was a keen weather recorder, highlighting 

severe weather events in Ireland.  While weather 

diaries were kept for qualitative information before 

gauges, which gave detailed representations of 

weather, ship logs also proved essential in 

recording the climatology at the time.  

Why is historical climatology essential in 

understanding past variability and change? It 

enables the geographer to gauge past climatic 

conditions, help understand the reconstruction of 

analysis, highlight the societal impacts of events, 

and outline a broader range of climate history that 

can be compared to today. óMillions of weather, 

ocean, and sea-ice observations recorded by 

mariners and scientists over the past 150 years are 

being recoveredô. (Old Weather, 2018). These data 

are made freely available in digital formats suitable 

for climate model assimilation, retrospective 

analysis (reanalysis), and other kinds of research. 

The performance of data-assimilating modeling 

and extended reanalysis systems is greatly 

improved. The uncertainty of results (especially in 

sparsely observed regions like the Arctic) is 

reduced, and new long-period calibration and 

validation datasets are being created. As the 

historical data resource is extended farther back in 

time, it will be possible to study a wider range of 

weather and climate phenomena, allowing 

geographers to better understand their impact on 

the Arctic and global environment, now and in the 

futureô. (Old Weather, 2018). Data like this can 

provide valuable insight into past climatology 

while also providing a reference for geographers, 

scientists, or students to contrast the climate of 

today. 

When it comes to global warming today, the record 

of the past is particularly crucial for understanding 

the broader historical processes that lead to climate 

change. There is also a link between climate change 

and art, and how it can impact our society. óThere 

is now a growing realisation that improvements in 

the quantity, quality, and resolution of instrumental 

and documentary historical observations, proxy 

paleoclimate data, and developments in both 

reconstruction methodologies and dynamical 

historical reanalysis, can provide new baselines of 

global weather and climate. The latter can be 

employed to test climate models for climate change 

detection and provide an essential historical 

framework within which to develop an 

understanding of potential changes in weather and 

climate impacts, risks, and extremes.  
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However, embracing wider collaborations with, or 

inputs from, the social sciences, humanities, and 

the arts, seems to remain beyond the current 

thinking or capacity of the mainstream climate 

science communityô. (Allan et al., 2016). 

 Perhaps historical climatology should be 

examined at a local artistic level along with the 

climate science community in order to gain a 

further level of qualitative information. It is easy to 

gain access today to information about our 

changing climate. It is on the television, on our 

phones, and discussed widely, however, many 

years ago, this information would not be as 

accessible as today. In the past, people began to 

learn about climate variability and change by 

artistic imagery such as paintings of the flood 

levels in Venice, which portrayed high water levels 

in the Italian city. Cultural artifacts such as 

paintings provide evidence to support the 

importance of historical climatology in 

understanding the past and preventing change for 

the future.  

 

 

Figure One: View of the flooded Piazza San 

Marco 

Source: Chilone, 1825 

Climate never works alone; it emerges from both 

physical characteristics of the climate system and 

the cultural construction of how we treat our planet. 

Climate perceptions vary among people and places, 

and they are continually changing over time. 

Historical climatology explores past discourses and 

the social representations of climate, however, 

sometimes these representations and perceptions 

can have implications. óOne area that has witnessed 

rapid growth over the last decade is research 

focusing on the construction of regionally specific 

climatic histories and historical extreme weather 

events, and investigations of social responses to 

these eventsô (Oosthoek, 2015).  The discourse is 

essential in depicting historical climatology, but 

narratives change and adjust over time depending 

on where they are coming from. It can change 

because of political inequality, the power of 

government, or the socio-economic dimensions of 

a location. Socially, historical climatology is an 

essential source of analytic importance, however, it 

can also have negative implications. Social 

representations of climate can differ between 

everybody, often giving unequal geographies of 

vulnerability spread across the world. Historical 

climatology can play a unique role in how society 

can portray and uncover the impacts and responses 

to climate change and how our ancestors treated it. 

This can also serve to inform future generations 

that may otherwise struggle to regain records that 

we have lost or destroyed. 

Proxy data is essential in discussing historical 

climatology. Proxy data is data gathered from 

natural resources of climate variability and made 

up of a broad selection of indicators that helps to 

reconstruct temporal and spatial patterns of 

weather and climate. Climate reconstructions have 

helped to uncover climate data, which broadened 

our understanding of past climates. While 

encouraging us to make societal changes to our 

world today and possibly undo the damages we 

have made to our planet in the past. Detailed 

descriptive data can help us to pinpoint where we 

can change, as Brazdil et al. (2005) states; ógood 

dating control, high temporal resolution and focus 

on anomalies and natural disastersô, are an 

advantage to this data. However, it also has its 

downfalls. Discontinuous structure of records and 

bias by the selective perceptions of observers can 

be óa drawback to the scientific communityô. 

(Brazdil et al., 2005). 
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Historical climatology may be described as óthe 

more important cousin of environmental historyô. 

(Oosthoek, 2015). Understanding the past helps us 

to interrupt the future. By understanding how 

society dealt with extreme weather conditions in 

the past helps us to design and orchestrate coping 

strategies for our ever-changing climate for our 

current climate variability.  From composing this 

critical reflection, it has dawned on me that climate 

is as much cultural as it is scientific. Historical 

climatology provides coverage of the past to help 

interrupt the future, proving to be vital to our social 

relations, power dynamics, and our narratives of 

the past and future. It explains socio-economic 

relationships, economic domination, and 

vulnerability across the globe. History reveals the 

future of our changing climate by examining the 

past. Social history develops historical 

climatology, making it very important for 

understanding the past and enabling future 

contributions.  

Our choices today will impact our future. The 

choices that we make may also determine historical 

climatology records that, perhaps fifty years from 

now, Geography students from Maynooth 

University will look upon as they compose a 

critical reflection on. 
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Ecoféminisme 

Author: Garance Convert 

 

Throughout the twentieth century and in recent 

decades, there has been much global discussion 

and select action in relation to both gender equality 

and environmental issues. While many may view 

the two as potentially separate issues, most 

undervalue   the role that feminist thought, and the 

ecofeminist movement, plays in shaping 

progressive contemporary interpretations of global 

environmental politics.  

 

By looking at the World Green Agenda and the 

main feminist movements during the late 20th 

century, many connections have been made 

between gender and environment. It was not usual 

for people to make some links between these two 

different theories and ways of thinking. A lot of 

feminist intellectuals and activists found some 

relevant aspects to discuss the colossal impact that 

environmental issues have on women. Feminism is 

the political, ideological, and social movement that 

has the primary goal of creating a society based on 

the equality of sexes in economic, political, and 

social terms. In the middle of the 20th century, 

women fought for more equality and more rights 

and they obtained, mostly in western countries, 

some success. While feminism has a primary 

concern with the relationship between men and 

women, and more broadly, about all minority 

groups, environmental politics has a primary 

concern with the relationship between human 

beings and their environment.  After the rapid 

industrialisation of developed countries during the 

19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, 

some scientists, intellectuals, and citizens began to 

understand that the economic growth and the 

capitalist system of many western countries was 

not as safe as they thought. This is where 

environmental politics and green parties emerged, 

when people realised the consequences and 

impacts that new technology and progress had on 

the natural world. In order to develop a green 

ideology, politicians began to talk about concepts 

such as justice, democracy and equality, creating 

institutions and steps specialised to think about the 

environment, about climate change, and about the 

targets that countries have to fill. In this context, a 

lot of women also realised that the impacts of 

various environmental issues had a more 

significant impact on women than men. In 1974, 

the French writer Fran­oise dôEaubonne wrote: óLe 

f®minisme ou la mortô, where she introduces the 

term ecofeminism. Ecofeminism is a branch of 

feminism that explores and emphasises the 

connections between the issues of societal 

domination of women and the societal domination 

of nature. We can wonder, therefore, the extent to 

which feminism and gender theory challenge a 

mainstream understanding of global environmental 

politics and environmental policy generation. We 

will begin by showing that a lot of evidence has 

been found to explain that women and nature share 

the same menôs oppression, which means that the 

way we are considering environmental issues 

might be questioned. We will look at womenôs 

implications in environmental politics and, more 

currently, in climate change action, to affirm that 

they have an opportunity to emancipate themselves 

when they fight for the environment. Finally, we 

will see the issues that human beings are going to 

face in the current times, especially women, and 

discuss the limits of ecofeminism in a world where 

fighting for the planet is now an emergency. 

  

Women were often the first ones to stand for 

environmental causes. There are many examples 

that demonstrate cases in which women were 

impacted to a greater degree by a given 

environmental issue and acted in response. In 1973, 

in the Garhwal region in India, the Chipko 

Movement, a social and ecological movement that 

was led by women, began. (Shobhita Jain, 1984). 

They were defending the forest interests against big 

industrial companies that were destroying it for 

management and exploitation. In these areas, 

womenôs work was mostly in small scale 

agriculture. When men are leaving to work in town, 

women take care of their homes and natural spaces 

that surround the village. These women depend on 
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the forest more than outside investors. In this 

instance, women can be viewed as more invested 

in their natural surroundings.  

When we look at the different visions and images 

of gender and nature histories, a lot of elements are 

identifying nature in a feminine way. People 

previously referred to ómother natureô, seeing 

nature as a wild, uncontrollable woman who can 

make storms and droughts, etc. Indeed, the 

language shows us a select vision of nature. Maril 

Hazlett (2004: 706) talks about the way the famous 

best-selling influential novel óSilent Springô 

written by Rachel Carson has been criticised. óThe 

voices in the backlash argued that when Carson 

questioned pesticides, she revealed herself as a bad, 

misguided, unreliable woman- a powerful force of 

social disorderô. After the scientific revolution 

emerged, one can view manôs need to control 

nature, which means controlling women by 

reinforcing patriarchal values into society. The 

patriarchal thought would be that women are 

natural, and men are cultural, and so men might try 

to control nature (Bistuer, Josepa Br¼, 2004, 221). 

 

Ecofeminism emerged in the 1970s-1980s as a 

potential answer to the breathlessness of the 

modern technological and industrial world. 

Whether we talk about countries from the South or 

the North, ecofeminism is considered an 

international movement, seeking to join women 

from all over the world. Maria Mies and Vandana 

Shiva in their co-written book óEcofeminismô try to 

show every woman that wherever you are, there are 

always environmental and gendered issues you will 

need to fight. óOne had looked at the capitalist 

world system from the perspective of the exploited 

people and nature of the South, the other had 

studied the same processes as they affect women 

from the viewpoint of someone who lives ñin the 

heart of the beastòô. (Mies, Shiva, 1993,1). These 

two activist women wanted a real change in their 

society. They became aware that by creating 

connections between gender and ecology, they 

could have more power, and by protecting the 

environment, they fight for more womenôs rights 

and seek power equality in the decision-making 

process at different geographical scales. 

As discussed, women are often more impacted by 

environmental issues and therefore are more 

involved in select ecological movements. We are 

now going to see how women look at the 

environmental debate and what they propose as 

environmental policy and solution. Following the 

development of global cooperation to resolve 

climate change issues, we can see that 

intergovernmental and United Nations conferences 

have been organised. For example, the Stockholm 

Conference in 1972, the 1987 Montreal protocol, or 

the creation of Agenda 21 in 1992 in Rio. At the 

same time, women, who must consider the 

environmental and gendered issues, also created 

some international organisations in order to raise 

relevant issues and suggest relevant propositions. A 

óWomenôs Action Agenda 21ô, an outcome of the 

Miami Womenôs Conference was written in 1991 

and is evidence that women need more decision-

making power in the fight against climate change: 

óWe, women of many nations, cultures and creeds, 

of different colours and classes, have come 

together to voice our concern for the health of our 

living planet and all its interdependent life formsô. 

(1991, Preambule). They want a real societal 

change and have a strong program for action. Their 

targets look much higher than the ones in the 

Agenda 21 of the United Nations, and they ask for: 

óthe creation of a permanent gender-balanced UN 

Commission on Environment and Development to 

promote environmental awareness and to station 

ombudspersons in every region of the world, to 

receive and investigate NGO, group, and individual 

complaints about environmental hazards, 

maldevelopment, government, and private misuse 

of UN and international aid funds and violations of 

UN conventions, treaties, and international lawô. 

(1991). On a more local scale, other examples 

demonstrate that women in action for the 

environment can be more efficient than men. Susan 

Buckingham gives us an example of a case study 

on waste management authorities in the UK. In 

order óto explore the extent to which they 

considered how their policy and practice may have 

gendered impactsô. (2004, 150). Indeed, if women, 
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in this case, were not remaining óon the periphery 

of waste managementô (2004, 150), they would be 

more efficient because they will obviously keep in 

mind that in order to take care of human health, 

their children, they need to recycle wastes, to 

reduce nuclear wastes and  to improve quality of 

life. Buckingham says: óThrough focus groups and 

interviews that, when pressed, respondents 

volunteered several examples where women and 

men would experience waste in different waysô, 

(2004, 150) demonstrating that women often have 

a unique role to play in the delivery of green 

policies. 

 

Finally, we question the limits of ecofeminism in a 

world where fighting for the planet is considered an 

emergency and where all human beings must join 

together to obtain a real solution. Women still donôt 

have the same rights as men in a lot of countries, 

which is why many suggest a womenôs only protest 

for the environment. They understand that it is 

easier to fight for the environment when they are 

not under patriarchal domination, and so they 

created some social movements only for women. 

As an example, we can look at the óGreenham 

Common Movementô that was initiated in 1981 in 

Europe to protest against the deployment of US 

nuclear missile sites. In Cardiff in Wales they 

created a base camp, and, according to an article 

published in The Guardian in 2017: óBy February 

1982 it had been decided that this was a women-

only protest- and this as crucial: a womanôs place 

was not in the home, but at a protestô. (The 

Guardian, 2017). This is an interesting protest, 

which is calling for womenôs emancipation and for 

stopping environmental crises and nuclear 

weapons in the interest of peopleôs health and 

safety. More recently, in France, on September 23rd, 

2019, a weekend was organised in Bure, Meuse, 

where an activist camp settled to disrupt on the 

creation of a nuclear waste landfill site. The goal of 

this rally was to protest in a non-hierarchical group 

in order to create an inclusive space, not reproduce 

the domination rules and systems that we are used 

to in society. This is a way to enhance the power of 

the environmental protest without feeling any 

oppression in social movements. Women are 

therefore challenging the way ecologists, 

policymakers, and global organisations are trying 

to generate a green policy. They demonstrate that 

not considering half of the population is not an 

effective way to face climate change issues, which 

has now become an emergency. Perhaps the limits 

to ecofeminism would be that the movement 

frequently doesnôt include men. However, many 

have expressed the reasons why they could not 

freely fight beside men without feeling oppressed, 

and as such, feminism is finally also one of the 

significant issues to resolve in the current world. 

We can look at the famous dystopian novel called 

The Handmaidôs Tale, written by Margaret Atwood 

in 1985. This dystopia describes a fictional 

situation where a few men rose to power in the 

United States and created the Gilead State, a new 

society based on Christian religious rules that put 

forward the traditional values and womenôs duty in 

procreation in order to avoid the human raceôs 

extinction. It is one way, even if not real, to imagine 

the future (or the current times) and to understand 

that patriarchal environmental policies will work 

only if they possess the complete control of women 

and of nature. However, the many examples we 

have seen above are evidence that human control 

on the earth has real limits. If human beings want 

to survive collapse, they must let women fully 

participate in the generation of inclusive global 

environment policy. 

 

 To conclude, feminism and gender theory are 

challenging mainstream understandings of global 

environmental politics and environmental policy 

generation because of the connections a lot of 

intellectuals and feminist activists made between 

the domination of men on both nature and women. 

Many examples show how womenôs organisations 

are more than efficient and that their opinions must 

be valued on a global scale in order to prevent, with 

all other human beings, the imminent 

consequences of a changing climate.  
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Geological Time Scale 

Author: David Ensor 

 

This article discusses the Geological Time Scale 

(GTS). Commencing with a definition of the GTS 

and its purpose and applications, it will be 

considered why submissions for change to the time 

scale might be made to the International 

Committee for Stratigraphy (ICS). How such 

submissions are made, together with the 

controversy surrounding possible adoption of new 

time scales will be examined using the 

Anthropocene as a case study. Zalasiewicz et al. 

(2013:4) explain the primary means by which the 

Geological Time Scale is conveyed by the 

publication of the International 

Chronostratigraphic Chart. The International 

Commission issues this chart on Stratigraphy 

(ICS), the most recent chart being version 2019/05, 

available online at www.stratigraphy.org.  

 

The passage of time and events that have taken 

place are recorded in the Earthôs rocks, particularly 

in stratigraphic successions and by various signals 

contained within them, including palaeontological, 

chemical, and magnetic signals. (Zalasiewicz et al., 

2013: 4). Studies of these rocks have allowed 

scientists to rebuild the 4.6-billion-year history of 

the Earth into a GTS. The Stratigraphic Guide 

(2019) explains that the chart is divided into 

systems, series, and stages based on 

chronostratigraphic units, which encompass all 

rocks formed during a specified interval of time. 

These chronostratigraphic units correspond to 

intervals of geologic time, known as 

geochronologic units, such as a given óperiodô, 

óepochô, or óageô. The intervals of geologic time 

represented by geochronological units are 

established by the science of dating, to determine 

the sequence of events in the history of Earth. 

Numerical ages are also included in the chart. 

Cohen et al. (2013: 199) explain the purpose of the 

ICS in formulating the chart as meeting the need to 

have óa single set of global chronostratigraphic 

units defined by specific boundariesô, thereby 

creating an international standard for geological 

mapping available to all users. The chart caters to a 

wide range of users ï geologists, scientists, and 

professionals in many fields, earth science 

students, and those that might have an interest in 

the long-term history of the Earth. Walker et al. 

(2013: 259) regard a geologic time scale as 

invaluable in investigating any aspect of Earthôs 

development, in any place, and for any time. 

 

The ICS chart is not a static document but is subject 

to regular revision, as may be demonstrated by the 

ICS announcement in 2018 of the formal 

subdivision of the Holocene series/epoch into three 

stages/ages (Walker, M. et al., 2018). The driving 

force for changes in the geologic timescale results 

from increasing knowledge, technical advances in 

areas such as biostratigraphy, chemostratigraphy, 

magnetostratigraphy, and astrochronology. High-

resolution studies, often with continuous drill 

cores, are now more common, providing much 

more detailed information than was available when 

earlier versions of the chart were formalised. 

(Walker et al., 2013: 262). The guidelines for the 

establishment of global chronostratigraphic 

standards were prepared by Remane et al. (1996). 

These reinforce the requirement to define units of 

the Phanerozoic (up to 540 million years ago) using 

boundary stratotypes. This boundary only relates to 

the lower level of the chronostratigraphic unit and 

is known as a GSSP, or global boundary stratotype 

section and point. It is more popularly known as a 

ógolden spikeô.  The ICS chart shows a significant 

number of approved ógolden spikes,ô and it is the 

ICS intention to approve GSSPs for other periods, 

including the Precambrian. Remane et al. (1996: 

79) outline the requirements for submitting a 

GSSP, including that it should be tested in several 

locations, and if possible, on different continents. 

The volume of work and technical expertise 

required in getting formal ratification for the 

subdivision of the Holocene is well documented by 

Walker et al. (2018). The working group must first 

approve proposals, then by the Subcommission, 

followed by the ICS, before it goes to the 

International Union of Geological Sciences (IUGS) 

http://www.stratigraphy.org/


17 
 

for final approval. In all cases, there must be a 60% 

majority. The possible ratification of the 

Anthropocene as a new epoch will be no less 

demanding. 

 

Zalasiewicz et al. (2011: 835) relate how scientists, 

in the late 19th century, were beginning to 

recognise that humans were influencing changes on 

Earth. The Italian geologist Stoppani coined the 

term óAnthropozoicô in the 1870s. The relationship 

between CO  concentrations in the atmosphere and 

global warming were being explored. It was in 

2002 that Crutzen, an atmospheric scientist, 

proposed that the Holocene epoch had ended. 

Changes to climate, land, oceans, and the biosphere 

were so significant as a result of human activity, 

that a new epoch of geological time was effectively 

in place, the Anthropocene. As Zalasiewicz et al. 

(2017: 3) point out, this was an informal 

designation as no amendments to the GTS can take 

place without final ratification by the IUGS. As the 

use of the Anthropocene term became prevalent in 

scientific and other literature, the Stratigraphic 

Commission of the Geological Society of London 

became involved, leading to an invitation from the 

Subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy of the 

ICS to establish a working group in order to 

examine the issue. Consequently, the Working 

Group on the óAnthropoceneô (AWG) was formed 

and began work in 2009. Zalasiewicz et al. (2017: 

4) point out that the group had a much wider 

composition than previous working groups, which 

were mainly composed of stratigraphers and 

palaeontologists, specialising in rocks and fossils. 

The reason for this was the implicit consideration 

of the impact of human activity on the Earth 

system. 

 

Representatives from climate science, archaeology, 

human history, and polar science contributed to the 

breadth of expertise. However, it is pointed out 

quite clearly that the tasks required of the AWG 

were geological in nature. As such standard 

stratigraphic procedures referred to above had to be 

followed. The group role was to evaluate the 

relevant stratigraphic evidence. The volume and 

technicality of work is reflected in an article 

published by Waters et al. (2016). They report that 

the AWG had made significant progress on 

evaluating whether humans had changed the Earth 

system sufficiently to produce stratigraphic 

signatures in sediments and ice that would differ 

from the Holocene and would remain in the 

geological record. A crucial line of enquiry was to 

establish when the stratigraphic signal became 

recognisable, i.e., when it was synchronous. Wide 

ranges of anthropogenic signals were identified, 

some novel in the Earth history, some advanced 

and some not so advanced. Driving forces for 

signals related to technological development, 

population growth, urbanisation, and increased 

resource use. Recent anthropogenic deposits 

included increases from mining, quarrying, waste 

disposal and construction. Half the concrete 

manufactured in the world has been used since 

1950 and 98% of the aluminium. Materials such as 

plastics, which degrade very slowly, became 

commonplace in the 1950s. Fossil fuel combustion 

is another source to leave a permanent marker in 

sediments and glacial ice. Sedimentary processes 

have been interfered with as a result of land 

cultivation, deforestation, the building of dams and 

drilling for minerals, etc. Geochemical signatures 

include elevated concentrations of polyaromatic 

hydrocarbons and pesticide residues. Nitrogen and 

phosphorus have doubled in soils in the last century 

due to fertilizer use. The group regards the most 

globally synchronous signal to be that from nuclear 

weapons testing, beginning around 1945, but most 

identifiable between 1954 and 1964. Biotic change 

as an indicator of the Anthropocene is also covered, 

with the suggestion that current rates of extinction 

could push Earth into a sixth mass extinction event.  

The climate and sea-level change signals were not 

regarded as being as strongly expressed as some of 

the stratigraphic signals referred to above. The 

above summary serves to indicate the volume and 

complexity of work involved and it was not until 

August 2016 that the AWG presented its evidence 

with interim recommendations at the 35th 

International Geological Congress in Cape Town. 

The report published by Zalasiewicz et al. (2017) 
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recommended, based on a non-binding vote of the 

AWG, that the Anthropocene was stratigraphically 

real, and should be formalised as an epoch based on 

a mid-20th century boundary. The next statement 

identified that there was still considerable work to 

be done, as an appropriate GSSP had to be selected, 

along with auxiliary stratotypes. The best primary 

marker was identified as radionuclide signals 

associated with nuclear testing. It was not until 21st 

May 2019 that the AWG took a formal vote and 

approved the concept of the Anthropocene with a 

start date of the mid-20th century. It is hoped to put 

a proposal to the Subcommission by 2021, at which 

point the final ratification process may begin.  

 

In conclusion, getting a change or addition to the 

GTS is a lengthy and complex procedure. It is also 

a process that can cause disagreement. This is 

especially evident as there are several alternative 

suggestions for the start of the Anthropocene ï 

Rudiment proposing a date of 8,000 years ago with 

the cultivation of rice -  Lewis, and Maslin 

proposing 1610 (the Orbis spike), when 

colonisation caused massive loss of life in the 

Americas ï many advocate the start of the 

Industrial Revolution around 1800 ï others 

advocate capitalism as the date of a new epoch, 

calling it the Capitalocene. Edgeworth et al. (2019), 

members of the working group, criticise the AWG 

decision. They state that the chronostratigraphic 

method is unsuitable for determining the start of the 

Anthropocene, agreeing with Ruddiman as the 

requirement for an isochronous boundary ignores 

extensive evidence of early changes. They contend 

that the method is suited to geological timescales of 

millions of years, not for use on what they regard 

as archaeological and historical timescales. It is an 

essential contribution to the debate, which will 

continue to develop. The GTS is an important 

resource for those wishing to understand the 

Earthôs history and sequence of events. However, 

it is only by human understanding and action can 

the threat of the Anthropocene be addressed, and 

potentially catastrophic consequences avoided, 

including or excluding the Anthropocene in the 

GTS is hardly relevant to the future of humanity. 
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Milieu Crossword 

 

 
 

  Across  

2. The tendency of water to flow horizontally 

across land surfaces when rainfall has 

exceeded infiltration capacity is named after 

R.E. ______. 

3. A former sovereign state composed of Egypt 

and Syria (Abbrev) 

8. A methodological approach that seeks to 

provide immersive and holistic analyses of 

social phenomena. 

9. Long-term average weather conditions at a 

particular location, typically over a period of 

30 years. 

10. The first person to use the word "geography" 

was _________. 

12. The ______ coalition consisted of Fine Gael, 

the Labour Party, and the democratic left. 

14. H._______ is often credited as being the first 

female sociologist 
 

    

  Down  

1. Map that uses colour and shading to display the 

intensity of a feature within a space. 

4. Area distinguished by distinctive 

commonalities and combinations of cultural 

and physical features. 

5. When software and the spatiality of everyday 

life become mutually constituted, that is, 

produced through one another 

6. The editor of the Anniversary Essays 

celebrating 40 years of geography in 

Maynooth. 

7. A Japanese city famous for its role in climate 

change protocol 

11. The largest energy-consuming sector in 

Ireland. 

13. The term power-geometry was coined by 

D.______. 
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Answers 
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Second-Year Field Trip 2020: Lanzarote 

 

 

ñDoes anyone remember where we parked the 

car?ò 

 

 

ñWho can name 45 types of metamorphic rock? 

éYou?ò 

 

 

ñBe careful out there folks. The lizards are at least 

this big!ò 

 

 

 

ñWhat do you mean; ówhich rock is our 

favourite?ôò 

 

 

ñSeriously, can anyone remember where we 

parked the car?ò 

 

 

ñAnd to your lefté More rocks!ò    
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ñLesson number one: Always start the day with 

squats.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

A pair of mugsé and some students! 
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Workplace Experience with the Geography 

Department 

 

The Department of Geography offers the 

opportunity to follow a work placement module in 

third year (GY399). This module allows a student 

to apply and enhance his/her geographic 

knowledge and skills in an external working 

environment (outside Maynooth University). Apart 

from developing skills, students have used the 

experience to test out a career path, enhance their 

CVs and develop their professional network. The 

module consists of the equivalent of two weeks of 

full -time work with an employer. Assessment 

includes a placement log and an essay, critically 

reflecting on the relevance of geography skills in 

the workplace. In previous years students have 

worked within, amongst others, local authorities, 

environmental organisations, within Government 

departments, in Leinster House, in a library, in 

consultancy firms, and with conservation 

organisations. In this section Amie Lawlor and 

Emily Dunney give a great impression of their 

experiences in the academic year 2019-2020. 

 

Dr. Chris van Egeraat 

Work Placement Coordinator 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Work Experience at Teagasc  

Author: Amie Lawlor 

 

 I undertook my work placement with Teagasc, the 

Agriculture and Food Development Authority. The 

organisation deals with many different subjects that 

directly relate to my geography degree, such as 

water quality, crop production, soil science, 

animal, and rural economy.  I chose to undertake 

my placement here as I felt it would develop my 

knowledge and skills required in my professional 

career. Teagasc established its ñAgriculture 

Sustainability Support Advisory Programmeò 

(ASSAP) team that is working with farmers to 

improve water quality all around Ireland. The 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has listed 

ten significant pressures that are affecting water 

quality nationally and states that agriculture is the 

first most significant pressure within all water body 

points, stressing the importance of this advisory 

programme.  

During my work experience, I assisted Ms. 

Fiona Doolan, an advisor on the ASSAP team. 

Ms. Doolan was allocated the Athy and Morell 

catchment. Therefore, I was working closely with 

farmers in these areas to advise and improve local 

knowledge about water quality and its importance. 

Being an agricultural advisor, Ms. Doolan allowed 

me to assist her during farm visits to local farmers 

in her catchment areas to ensure that necessary 

measures were in place and were working well. 

Most of our research was mainly conducted in the 

Athy catchment, where sediment, phosphorous, 

and nitrogen are the leading causes of the ñat-riskò 

status in this area. All pressures in this area are 

related to agriculture. Therefore, investigations 

were necessary to understand why such pressure 

exists, and what can be done to solve the 

problem.           

This work experience allowed me to accompany 

Ms. Doolan on a local catchment assessment. This 

was an excellent opportunity to gain skills that you 

canôt gain during in-class lectures. After ensuring 

that all health and safety measures were in place, 

we took a kick sample from the water body. We 
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rubbed off a rock into the net to ensure any 

vertebrates whose habitats are on a rock were 

collected. The sample was placed in a white basin, 

and a small amount of water was put over it.  

 

 

 

Figure One: Example of Catchment Sample 

Source: Author (2020) 

 

 

While the sample was let sit for approximately 

three minutes, we took physical, chemical 

measures. This is very important as it tests the 

dissolved oxygen (DO), turbidity, sediment, 

temperature, acidity (PH), and conductivity. This 

was followed by a biological assessment of the 

water sample. Some vertebrates are much more 

sensitive to pollution than others. Therefore, 

looking at the biodiversity of the sample helps to 

indicate the level of pollution in the water body. 

The type and quantity of vertebrates were recorded 

and scored - anything below 6.25 is at risk, while 

anything above 6.25 is probably not at risk. 

Throughout the catchment area, most samples were 

scoring around 4, indicating significant pollution in 

the area. As the team and I moved further upstream, 

the samples improved, scoring 8.2 and showing 

remarkable biodiversity.  

The fact that the sample improved upstream 

indicated the existence of a significant pressure that 

was polluting the water body somewhere between 

the upstream and downstream points.  Nitrogen 

leaching is a severe problem in this catchment. We 

started each day by searching the database for a 

farmer that was located near the water body at the 

point where we recorded high levels of nitrogen. It 

is essential to refer to the catchment teamôs 

research and notes to help select a farm in the area 

that is most impacted by nutrient leaching. When 

we arrived at the selected farmyard, we introduced 

ourselves and explained the purpose of our visit. It 

is essential to clearly explain the aims and 

objectives of ASSAP and point out that it is a 

voluntary programme. After this introduction, we 

conducted a farm walk that involved walking the 

whole farm looking for potential threats that could 

be affecting the water quality in this area. We 

started walking the fields that had a water body 

flowing through them.   

When walking through the farmerôs field, we 

spotted silage stored in wrapped bales that were 

located too close to the stream. The effluent 

produced has a high BOD. This oxygen demand 

can cause a reduction of dissolved oxygen in the 

receiving water for several miles. This has been 

responsible for several fish kills throughout the 

country. Therefore, the effluent must be collected 

and not be allowed to enter the environment. 

Ms. Doolan encouraged me to look at several items 

to assess whether effluent was leaking from the 

stored silage bales located beside the stream. There 

will be a presence of sewage fungus. If there is a 

large amount, you will be able to see puddles, or a 

small stream, of effluent beside the water body. 

There may also be excessive nettle growth, green 

areas, or burnt grass indicating discharge. After 

inspection, it became quite clear that effluent was 

seeping from the bales. There was excessive nettle 

growth in this part of the stream, and one could also 

see effluent seeping from the bales. On another 

occasion, we noticed a farmer that had allowed his 

cattle access to the stream as a drinking point. 

Ms. Doolan advised the farmer to invest in a 

drinking trough and to fence off the drinking point 

at the stream to prevent further pollution of the 

water body.   
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Figure Two: Water Sample Analysis on Site 

Source: Author (2020) 

 

Due to good soil quality, there are many large 

tillage farmers in the Athy area, focussing on 

winter and spring barley. The land is composed 

mostly of limestone rock. The soil type has a wide 

range of uses and is mostly responsible for the 

areaôs reputation as a tillage stronghold. Although 

the quality of the soil is positive, its use leads to a 

lot of nutrient loss in this area. Soils support is an 

integral part of life on earth. They filter our water, 

breakdown and transform organic wastes, store 

carbon, support wildlife, and preserve records of 

our ecological and cultural past. Most farmers in 

the area are poorly educated on the consequences 

of overfertilizing land on the environment. 

Therefore, Teagasc wants to know whether farmers 

follow their guidelines when putting nutrients out 

on the land.   

Conducting a farm walk on a tillage farm was 

slightly different to on farms with livestock. There 

were different factors to pay attention to. Instead of 

looking for silage pits and feeding/water points, we 

ensured there was a buffer between any water 

source and the tillage crop. This included any 

drains, even if there was no water in them at the 

time of inspection. Buffer zones are an area of land 

between the water source and crop that is left alone, 

allowing grass and vegetation to grow. Not only do 

buffer zones encourage wildlife, but they also act 

as a barrier between the water source and land. If 

nutrients are added to the soil shortly before 

rainfall, there is no time for the nutrients to be 

absorbed by the soil, and runoff occurs. The buffer 

zones act as a barrier, preventing the nutrients from 

ending up in the water source.    

Ms. Doolan asked me to advise tillage farmers to 

use cover crops in the empty fields during the 

winter months as these crops offer many 

environmental benefits and opportunities to 

improve soil structure, crop rotation, and water 

quality. As the cover crop establishes in the soil, it 

generates an extensive root system. This recovers 

the nitrogen leftover from the previous crop. 

Ms. Doolan also recommended taking soil samples 

before putting fertilizer on the land to ensure the 

farmer is not overloading the land with nutrients 

resulting in more nutrients being lost.   

Ms. Doolan has been working in the Athy 

catchment for some time, and we went back 

through all the visits that had taken place in this 

area since the beginning of the programme. We 

assessed the information concerning the nutrients, 

phosphorous, nitrogen, and sediment, leached from 

the soil, and entering the water sources. This is an 

essential part of the job as it helps ASSAP and the 

EPA to assess the effects of agriculture on the water 

quality in the Athy catchment area.  Using the data 

from the catchment assessment team, we were able 

to get a good understanding of the impact which 

agriculture practices were having on the water 

quality in this area. This was necessary as 

Ms. Doolan had a meeting with the Eastern 

Midlands team. The purpose of this meeting was to 

evaluate the progress the catchment team and the 

ASSAP team had been making over the past few 

months. I was given permission to attend the 
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meeting and got a taste of the overall aim of the 

project as well as the different elements that are 

involved in improving Irelandôs water 

quality.  This meeting was one of the highlights of 

my placement. Although I was not allowed to 

participate in the discussion, listening to it was 

phenomenal and gave me a real insight into what 

the working world is like. 

 

 

Figure Three: Water Quality Information Session 

Source: Author (2020) 

 

The amount of research, fieldwork, and lab studies 

that are involved in this programme is astonishing, 

and it takes a lot of time and dedication. Each 

person explained the problems in each of their 

óareas of actionô. It was fascinating to hear about 

the different stages involved in improving the 

water quality in the different areas of action over 

the coming months/years.  Each ASSAP member 

went through weeks of training to be able to reach 

the objectives of The Water Framework Directive 

to the best of their ability. Much attention to detail 

and effort goes into preparing reports, making farm 

calls, and improve the farmersô knowledge of water 

quality. Other members of the team looked at other 

things such as domestic waste pipes, septic tanks, 

urban wastewater pressures, domestic wastewater 

treatment systems. These are all listed as 

significant pressures on water quality in Ireland.   

As part of the work placement, I also got a chance 

to talk to many of the scientists to understand better 

their areas of work and what their jobs involve. I 

talked to hydrologists, geomorphologists, 

ecologists, and hydro geomorphologists. These are 

all careers I could pursue after graduation. It was 

interesting to talk to these professionals about the 

paths they took to get to where they are today. 

Many gave me their email, and they offered me to 

contact them whenever I need help or advice in the 

future. Importantly, I was also told to contact the 

catchment assessment team if I wanted to secure a 

work placement in their line of work. This work 

placement module is an excellent opportunity for 

any student to get a first-hand experience into the 

world of work. This module has given me new 

skills and knowledge that I can reflect upon and use 

in many of my other modules. I have gained a 

world of information and connected with some 

fantastic people that I would not have met without 

this module.  
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Work Experience at Golder Associates Ltd. 

Author: Emily Dunney 

 

As part of the work placement module offered to 

geography students in third year, I carried out a 

two-week block placement with a company called 

Golder Associates. Golder is a global organisation 

offering consulting, design, and construction 

services, with clients representing the worldôs 

major drivers of development: Oil and Gas, 

Mining, Manufacturing, Power, and Infrastructure.  

I was based at the Golder Irish office in Naas, Co. 

Kildare. I chose this particular organisation 

because of their expertise in waste management. 

They focus on sustainability with an aim to address 

the challenges of economic and environmental 

sustainability in Ireland, while also trying to 

balance the needs of local businesses and 

communities. Their goal is to help clients achieve 

business goals but also to minimise the 

environmental impacts their operations can have on 

the local environment. Golder Naas provides such 

services through a combination of experts with a 

range of expertise. The Naas office has a focus on 

consulting, but also provides services for design 

and construction related to their specialist areas of 

earth, environment, and energy.  

This company deals with different topics that 

directly relate to my geography degree. This 

allowed me to test my knowledge of some of the 

modules I had completed, including fluvial 

geomorphology, geographies of pollution and 

urban geography. I choose to undertake my 

placement at Golder as I felt it would develop my 

knowledge and skills required in my professional 

career. 

During my work experience, I assisted Trevor 

Montague, the Geo-Environmental Director. On 

my first morning, he introduced me to the team I 

would be working with for the duration of my 

placement and explained the project I was going to 

be working on. This project was based on Irish 

Lamps Recycling Co. Ltd. who were in the process 

of applying for end-of-waste status with the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for their 

product, waste glass. An end-of-waste status would 

allow the product to be used as an aggregate in 

concrete. I was shown the approach that would be 

taken with this client and given a template of 

previous proposals submitted to the EPA for 

similar projects. I was provided with the 

background information of the company and the 

details of the proposal so far. My activities started 

with studying the relevant legislation and key terms 

I didnôt fully understand. I researched the relevant 

legislation related to end-of-waste and studied the 

concept of the circular economy as I had never 

heard of it before. Following this, I was tasked with 

writing the sample final report for the EPA. 

The most interesting aspect of the placement was 

that I got to experience first-hand how our country 

is taking steps in the right direction towards a more 

sustainable economy, and also how difficult it is to 

do so. Applying for end-of-waste status is a long 

and expensive process. Sustainability is probably 

one of my favourite topics of geography and it was 

interesting to see aspects of urban geography that I 

had learnt about in college being used in a real 

workplace setting. I was able to witness the 

analysis of data from batch leach tests carried out 

to ensure there was no contamination of mercury or 

phosphorus in the glass samples. After extracting 

files from the computer, I was tasked with 

interpreting and manipulating the data. The SPSS 

skills I acquired in second year came in handy 

when analysing the data and producing graphs for 

the final report. It was decided that further data 

were required on CO2 emissions from the 

production of glass. This could demonstrate the 

positive impact of Irish Lampôs product on 

Irelandôs carbon footprint, due to the reduced 

production of glass from new raw materials. I had 

to analyse the groundwater threshold values and 

compare these with the results of previous batch 

leach tests. The output was recorded in Excel 

spreadsheets and I had to compile tables for the 

final report. 

I realised the importance of writing and verbal 

communication in the workplace. My work needed 

to be well planned and organised for the team to 

work efficiently and smoothly. My work had to be 
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clearly laid out and easy to read so that there was 

no time wasted for anyone trying to understand it 

during team discussions. Working as part of a team 

had to be one of my favourite aspects of working in 

the office. I found it easy to present my research to 

a small group and it reminded me of tutorial 

settings in college. As a group, we discussed and 

worked through any problems. Much of the written 

communication occurred via an online network, 

which was another new experience for me. It 

allowed me to access all the data the company had 

about a client and the SharePoint aspect of it was 

useful for discussing key points with other 

colleagues. 

At Golder, I had the opportunity to use 

geographical methods and perspectives to tackle a 

variety of modern issues such as demographic 

changes, economic inequality, environmental 

justice, urbanisation and so forth. With the Irish 

Lamps case, I was dealing with a very topical 

phenomenon ï climate change and its 

consequences. Irish Lamps are making changes for 

the better by working towards urban sustainability 

and a circular economy. I got to experience the 

ethics of environmental degradation and 

sustainability. Irish Lamps are stepping away from 

a consumer-focused linear economy, towards a 

more environmentally considerate pathway. I was 

provided further insight into the significance of 

abilities, values and motivation required to live 

sustainably. To illustrate trends and relationships in 

our economy, I had to engage with subjects relating 

to physical and human geography. 

When the placement was coming to an end and I 

began reflecting on everything I had done over the 

two weeks. I was proud of what I had 

accomplished. The report for end-of-waste status 

for Irish Lamps was my main project and focus. 

Having finished the report, and preparing to submit 

it, I felt a great sense of achievement with the work 

I had completed and the contribution I had made. 

Seeing my writing transform from a draft that was 

lacking in evidence into a well written and detailed 

report was amazing. I was made to feel like a 

valued member of the team. Overall, I really 

enjoyed my time at Golder. I have learnt many 

transferable skills, such as communication skills 

(presentation, writing, discussing), teamwork, 

problem-solving abilities and IT skills. I have 

acquired intellectual skills such as critically 

assessing theories and evidence for informed 

decision-making. I have discovered new personal 

attributes like time management, responsibility, 

coping with uncertainty, flexibility and creativity. I 

have gained a sense of professional orientation that 

I would never have gotten a chance to experience 

without this work placement. While working as 

part of a group I have gained new social skills, and 

I now understand how cooperation and 

communication benefit teamwork. Learning to be 

flexible and adaptable is important as these traits 

are regarded as assets in today's job market. 

As I have a special interest in sustainability, I 

enjoyed getting the first-hand experience with one 

of the key issues facing modern society. The 

substitution of primary materials with recycled 

materials was a concept I had not yet been 

introduced to in college. I have a keen interest in 

environmental risk management in Ireland and I 

am glad I got an insight into the kind of work I may 

be doing if I pursue a career in sustainability. The 

fact that the work concerned a case in County 

Kildare, my home county, made it extra interesting. 

The overall experience sparked further interest in 

pursuing a career in this field.  
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Humboldt in Cuba: From frizzy hair to 

swimming postmen 

Author: Dr. Ronan Foley 

 

As an undergraduate geography student in UCC in 

the late 1970s, we were made struggle through a 

óHistory and Philosophy of Geographyô course. As 

a crass teenager, I barely understood a word or 

remotely appreciated the eminence of our guest 

lecturer, a certain Anne Buttimer. But I did 

remember some names and Alexander von 

Humboldt was one of them. Fast forward to 

January 2020, and a spur-of-the-moment trip to 

Havana for a five-day stay. Enjoying being in a 

crumbling but elegant casa particular near the 

Plaza Vieja in the old town, I went out for a walk 

early one morning. Coming around a corner near 

the square, I spotted a small plaque and realised the 

building in front of me on Calle Oficios was a small 

museum commemorating Humboldtôs first visit to 

Cuba in 1800-1 (he returned in 1804). In fact, the 

house lent to him was previously owned by an Irish 

General, Alexander OôReilly, but he used it to 

house his instruments and botanical collections for 

the duration of his stay. 

 

 

Figure One: Front of Humboldt Museum 

 

As I wandered around the exhibition, armed with a 

better understanding these days, I realised that in 

retrospect, Humboldt was way ahead of his time in 

so many ways; as an early nature-society 

geographer and even a relational geographer, who 

also took interest in everything from species 

evolution to slavery. Equally he was a robust 

scientist and what one might even call a keen 

ómethodographerô, who was also fully tuned in to 

social and cultural geographies and social 

inequalities.  His trip to Cuba was part of a wider 

circuit of Latin America that included visits to the 

then highest known mountain in the world, 

Chimborazo, in 1802, where he formed many ideas 

around variations in plants at altitude and even a 

sense of their micro-spatial evolution; an idea that 

preceded Darwin by around 40 years. In fact 

Darwin drew a lot from Humboldt, took his books 

on the Beagle, and they actually met in London in 

1842. Like Darwin, Humboldt really believed in 

the power of observational science and method 

backed up with ground truthing and a very 

humanist eye. He had grown up doing experiments 

on his own land in Prussia, before transferring his 

method to the very different spaces of Latin 

America. For him, and the trips to Cuba and beyond 

proved this, nothing worked better than detailed 

fieldwork, backed up by copious notes, data and 

analysis.  

The museum in Havana contains many replicas and 

copies of instruments, maps and some of his books, 

including one he wrote on Cuba in 1827. There are 

replicas of his field notes (Figure 2), fantastic 

jottings with a mix of text, drawings, sketches and 

tables, all of which were written up in detail in his 

large books. One of those books, which he worked 

on most of his life, called Cosmos, rather 

ambitiously attempted a descriptive geography of 

the whole world at the time. He was also one of the 

very first scientists to use the metric system, it 

having been formally adopted and approved only 

the year before, 1799, in Paris. Oddly, he also used 

an old French measure called the toise, a distance 

of around 195cm; rather unscientifically derived 

from, óthe length of the kingôs foot multiplied by 

sixô. 
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Figure Two: Extract from Humboldtôs Field 

Diaries 

 

He also carried with him a large number of 

cumbersome instruments including barometers, 

sextants, theodolites and one fascinating object 

called a hygroscope or hygrometer. This was a 

piece of kit, designed specifically to use human hair 

to measure relative humidity. It was originally 

invented by de Saussure (one of the founders of 

modern meteorology) in 1788 and essentially used 

human hairôs tendency to get frizzy when wet, as a 

scientific way to measure humidity. As the hair in 

the instrument got wetter or drier, it moved the dial 

on the instrument. A modern replica was to be seen 

in the museum (Figure 3). What also made 

Humboldtôs scientific measurements in the field so 

interesting was that they were among the first of 

their type to be made outside Alpine environments. 

Because Humboldt knew the Alps, he recognised a 

wide range of geological, botanical and other 

natural features that looked familiar, yet on the 

other side of the world. That holistic understanding 

of the interrelationships between humans and 

nature, what he called Naturgemªlde, (ónature 

assemblageô), is also central to most ecosystems 

thinking and was given a global context in 

Humboldtôs writings.  

 

 

Figure Three: Replica Hygrometer used by 

Humboldt 

 

In that wider vision, he was also acutely conscious 

of humanôs impact on the natural environment, and 

its mostly negative effect. Again, he is almost a 

forerunner of thinking on climate change and 

globalisation, but his immediate recognition of the 

huge importance of biodiversity was well ahead of 

its time. He wrote in his travel diaries, óWhat an 

innumerable wildlife, where man does not disturb 

the course of nature or the elements more powerful 

than he (sic) isô, a prescient statement also given 

the current effects of the global COVID-19 

pandemic and its possible roots in environmental 

loss and closer human-wild animal interactions.  

For all that Humboldt was a scientist of the natural 

world; he also found it hard to detach himself from 




































































