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Geography is one of the most policy-relevant
academic disciplines. That’s a bold statement,
but I believe it to be true. The discipline
concerns people, places and environments.
It seeks to understand the interactions
between them, and how social, economic
and environmental processes bring about
change and inequality in places and regions.
Much of this work relates closely to issues of
environmental quality, social cohesion, quality
of life, regeneration, and managing inequality.
Why is it so relevant to policymakers? It is,
of course, the subject matter, but it is also
more. It's to do with our particular, integrating
world view that bridges the social and natural
sciences and anchors both in the reality of
places and communities. It is to do with the
fact that geographers work in the real world,
and with empirically collected data, as well
as in the lab, the library and with computerbased models. It’s also because, as social
and environmental scientists, many of us feel
a strong sense of social responsibility.
Think about some of the big issues we face in
the UK. From understanding migration and the
changing ethnic mix of neighbourhoods to
social cohesion and regeneration in run down
urban areas; and from finding new productive
ways of using the countryside to adapting to
climate change. All these and many more are
strongly geographical issues and illustrate
how geographers work on all scales, from the
local to the global and are natural interdisciplinarians.
This short, punchy document does not aim to
be representative of the entire sector, it couldn’t
be in such a small space. It is a snapshot of
geographical work that has had a positive
impact, from saving lives to saving taxpayers
money – and sometimes both at the same
time. All the geographers highlighted in this
booklet have made a concrete benefit to
policymaking and quality of life.
If you want to know more about the projects
highlighted, you can find up-to-date
information on our website
www.rgs.org/NOW

The Royal Geographical Society (with IBG) is a leading world centre
for geographers and geographical learning dedicated to the
development and promotion of knowledge together with its
application to the challenges facing society and the environment.
Founded in1830, it has been one of the most active learned
societies ever since. Today, the Society supports and promotes
geographical research, education, fieldwork and expeditions,
and geography in society; it also advises on policy issues.
Flooding
A drowning world?
Flood prevention should be on a par with
Britain’s counter-terrorism preparations,
according to the author of an official
inquiry into UK flooding. The Flood
Hazard Research Centre at Middlesex
University is working to update national
flood warning systems and help to
prevent Katrina-style flooding in the UK.
Key words
flooding / natural hazards / risk
Is flooding the new terrorism? The head of an
official inquiry into the 2007 floods, Sir Michael
Pitt, says that the threat to Britain from flooding
is as serious as that from terrorism.
Flooding caused by storm surges, high tides
and heavy rain is a clear and present danger
to homes and businesses, according to
geographer Professor Edmund PenningRowsell, the head of the Flood Hazard
Research Centre at Middlesex University.
Four million homes in Britain could be at risk
from flooding because of climate change
according to a 2004 government Foresight
report, Future Flooding.
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However, the Flood Hazard Research Centre
has a bigger-picture approach. Their research
focuses on people just as much as the
physical geography.

Storm surges are not the only flood hazard,
says Penning-Rowsell. A major thunderstorm
dropping 150mm of rain in 24 hours on London
could cause devastating flash flooding, as
happened in the Cornish village of Boscastle
in 2004.

How influential has their work been on those
managing floods? The imprint of their work
can be seen in 30 years of government
flood-related legislation and policy. Some
15 billion pounds of public money in flood
and coastal defence have been supported
by their techniques, said Penning-Rowsell.

When preparing forthese floods in the past, there
was a tendency to rely on a hard-engineering
technocratic approach. Too often, the human
factor was left out in favour of concrete and steel.

Flood warning systems have also been
updated. The massive body of evidence they
have built up is essential reading for flood
managers. They helped the Environment

Agency’s move away in 2000-03 from the
colour-coded warning to a more sophisticated
‘watch and warning’ system.
The chances are, if you are an engineer or
public servant building flood defences, you
are also probably using the centres technical
manual. The ‘industry standard’ for three
decades, the reference work is firmly based
on the latest research.
Prof Penning-Rowsell concluded: “floods
are now about people, not just about water,
and our modern geographical perspective
combining the human and the environmental
sciences hits this button quite precisely”.

Arsenic in drinking water is threatening
the health of people in more than 70
countries around the globe, according
to research by Peter Ravenscroft in
the Department of Geography at the
University of Cambridge.

A world damaged by climate change is
inevitable, according to geographers in
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. It is vital that mankind adapts
to these changes, as well as attempting
to tackle the problem through such
measures as CO2 reduction.

Key words
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Africa will be one of the regions worst hit
by climate change according to the UN’s
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC). The so-called ‘megadeltas’ of South
and East Asia, small islands and the Arctic
will also be severely effected.
By 2020, the IPCC warns, up to 250 million
Africans may be left short of water, while
access to sufficient food is ‘projected to be
severely compromised by climate variability
and change,’ according to a 1,000-page
report on Impacts, Vulnerability and Adaptation.

Africa will have 250
million without water
An extra 1ºC is already
in the climate system
Starting now:
Mitigation measures
will not take effect
until around 2050
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He said it was too late to avoid some impacts,
including major ones in developing countries,
because about 1ºC of warming is already in
the climate system. Vulnerable people such
as the old and poor will be the worst affected.
World leaders have not yet accepted that
their countries will have to adapt to the likely
consequences.
Adapting to climate change is vital, especially
to avoid the most damaging effects in the
near-term – up to around 2050 – before
mitigation measures could take effect.
“Mitigation has got all the attention but we
cannot mitigate out of this problem. We now
have a choice between a future with a damaged
world or a severely damaged world.” Achieving
the right combination of adaptation and
mitigation is the most urgent task for
policymakers, according to Professor Parry.
Other geographers in the Nobel prize-winning
IPCC include Dr Jean Palutikof, a physical
geographer from the Met Office, who heads
the techical unit which manages Working
Group II. Her work ensured that the Fourth
Assessment was based on the most robust
science available.
Palutikof is pessimistic about the chances
of keeping the increase in global average
temperatures below 2ºC. “And it’s evident
from the work of the IPCC that even with
a maximum temperature increase of 2ºC
we’re not going to avoid some major impacts
at the regional level.”

Arsenic can occur naturally in water supplies
drawn from underground, where water has
reacted with sediments and rocks containing
the element.
The most characteristic symptoms are a variety
of painful skin diseases, but arsenic is also a
potent carcinogen which causes many cancers
including skin, lung and bladder cancer, as
well as deaths from heart and lung disease
and gangrene.

137m

people exposed to dangerous levels of arsenic

The World Health Organisation (WHO)
guidelines set a safe limit of 10 parts per
billion (ppb) of arsenic in water supplies,
but globally at least 137 million people have
been exposed to drinking water with a higher
arsenic content, and 57 million to water with
more than 50 ppb.
He has advised the Government of Bangladesh,
donors and NGO’s on how to respond to
problems of arsenic pollution.
Ravenscroft’s background was as a
hydrogeologist, conducting research on the
causes of arsenic pollution in Bangladesh
and India. For twelve years he lived and
worked in South Asia, originally on water
supply and irrigation projects, where he first
became involved in researching arsenic
pollution of groundwater.
Arsenic Pollution: A Global Synthesis
Co-authored by Ravenscroft
Published by Wiley-Blackwell

Millions of people have been forced to
flee their homes as a result of warfare,
hunger or natural disaster. But, unlike
refugees, they remain within their
country's borders. Responding to the
needs of these displaced people can
help end wars and bring lasting peace,
according to human geographer Khalid
Koser of the Brookings Institution,
a Washington DC think-tank.
Key words
displacement / conflict / peace
Mud-brick buildings and shelters made of
sticks, sacking and cardboard make up Wad
al-Bashir, a camp for thousands of internally
displaced persons outside Khartoum in Sudan.
After a civil war running for more than two
decades, Sudan has one of the largest
populations of IDPs – or internally displaced
persons – in the world.
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But Dr Koser, who chairs an independent
Home Office advisory panel on asylum
seekers, warns against such a parochial view.
Working recently with impoverished and
frustrated Afghan internal migrants, Khalid
says that it doesn’t need much imagination
to see a ripe recruiting ground for the Taliban,
with security implications that reach far
beyond Afghanistan.
Addressing Internal Displacement in Peace Processes, Peace
Agreements and Peace-Building, Brookings-Bern Project on
Internal Displacement
www.brookings.edu/reports/2007/09peaceprocesses

IDP
internally displaced persons

“Helping displaced
The conflict officially ended with the signing
populations to return
of a peace agreement in 2005, yet fighting
continued.The war is reckoned to have uprooted
and reintegrate can
4 million people who end up in camps such
as Wad al-Bashir.
simultaneously
The problem is not just in Sudan but is growing
address the root
around the globe. Fleeing warfare, hunger,
violence or natural disasters, the number
causes of a conflict
of internally displaced people has reached
a record high of 24 million in some fifty-two
and help prevent
countries, three times more than refugees.
Helping displaced people return to their
further displacement.”
homes can help end wars and bring lasting
peace, according to a major UN report by
geographer Dr Khalid Koser of the Brookings
Institution. “Helping displaced populations
to return and reintegrate can simultaneously
address the root causes of a conflict and help
prevent further displacement,” said Dr Koser.

Population at risk from
polluted ground water

IDPs in far-away countries are still relatively
unknown in the UK– they do not make headlines
in the same way as migrants within our borders.

A user-friendly ‘rough guide’ for UN peace
mediators preparing to go into a conflict zone
has also been produced by Koser and his
colleagues.
“The thrill of this work is that you can have a
direct impact on policy. Our research goes
straight to the desk of the UN SecretaryGeneral”, said Koser.

Around the world
there are some
24 million internally
displaced people as
a result of warfare,
hunger, violence and
natural disasters
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The report is part of the IPCC’s fourth overall
assessment of climate change. Professor
Martin Parry, a geographer with the Met Office
Hadley Centre who helped draft the report
and co-chairs this IPCC working groups, said
destructive changes in temperature, rainfall
and agriculture were now forecast to occur
several decades earlier than previously thought.

An estimated 137 million people have been
exposed to dangerous levels of arsenic in their
drinking water, according to research by Peter
Ravenscroft at the University of Cambridge.

Bangladesh is thought to be the worst affected
country, where, without action, hundreds of
thousands of people may die from arsenic
poisoning.

Displacement
The hidden
geography
of migration

The importance of displaced migrants in peace
agreements is starting to be seen in negotiations
ranging from Bosnia to Burundi, from Guatemala
to Georgia, according to his report.

© Robert Maletta / Royal Geographical Society

Arsenic
The geography of
a global problem

International
development
Adapting to
climate change

Ravenscroft told the annual geographers’
conference at Royal Geographical Society
(with IBG) in 2007 that mapping of arsenic
pollution is significantly incomplete, and large
numbers of people may be unknowingly
exposed to unsafe levels of arsenic in their
drinking water. This water may also contaminate
food if is used for irrigation. Areas where there
is a high risk of finding arsenic pollution
include parts of both southeast and southwest
Asia, South and Central America, and some
areas in Africa.

Community
Count me in too

3-D
Planning virtual
cities

Geographers at the University of Brighton
have been working with local community
group Spectrum to improve the lives of
the lesbian, gay and bisexual community
in Britain’s unofficial “gay” capital.

Three-dimensional maps developed by
the Centre for Advanced Spatial Analysis
in London help understand our cities.
Using Google Earth and computer-game
technology, they offer novel ways to
plan our cities.

Key words
sexuality / urban geography /
social exclusion

Key words
Geographical Information Systems /
maps / planning

Hate crime has struck three quarters
of Brighton’s lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGBT) people in the last
five years according to research.

3/4

Cartographers and planners have always
dreamed of mapping cities in three dimensions.
A quick browse through Tudor maps of London
reveals toll gates and high-steepled churches
drawn in an oblique-angled artistic view. Even
miniature animals and over-sized people are
included in an attempt to bring the map to life.

of Brighton’s
LGBT residents
have been
affected by
hate crimes.

Modern mappers have returned to the past
by developing 3-D maps of London, but with
awe inspiring computer-generated realism.

They are victims of everything from verbal
abuse to physical assault, according to
geographer Dr Kath Browne from the University
of Brighton who conducted the study.

Led by geographer Dr Hudson-Smith at the
centre for advanced spatial analysis at University
College London, all of the capital’s boroughs
have now been mapped in 3-D.

The shocking findings came from a survey
of just under 900 people on what LGBT lives
are like in Britain’s unofficial “gay” capital.

Photorealistic imaging techniques have been
combined with Geographical Information
Systems (GIS) so that map-users can
zoom onto individual window sills, as well
as flying over landmarks such as St Paul’s
Cathedral and the mayor’s office.

AFP / Stringer © Getty Images

The study was part of a partnership between
university geographers and local community
group Spectrum, helping authorities such
as the Brighton & Hove City Council and the
Sussex police understand the needs of their
LGBT citizens.
“The number of people that sat around the
table – housing, the local council, police,
community groups – and who said out loud
that they want to improve the lives of LGBT
people has had a huge personal effect. My
work is having a tangible impact,” said
Dr Browne.
For Dr Browne, a geographical sense of place
has given her work the edge on other social
policy approaches.

“All the things are connected through where
they occur”, continued Dr Browne. Zeroing
in on a particular place allows you to look
at a whole array of problems without being
academically pigeon-holed. “There are many
specialists in criminology and housing but
geographers can work across these areas”,
said Dr Browne.

Three million buildings have been mapped in
the project – called Virtual London – which won
the backing of the Greater London Authority
as well as the the Corporation of London.
Inspired by the ever-increasing levels of
realism of virtual computer games such as
Oblivion and Second Life, they have added
high dynamic range panoramic imagery
to their models via software from RealViz.
The maps have a giddying sense of realism,
but how can they help policymakers and
academics?
The answer, Hudson-Smith suggests, is
that “it’s easier to gain a sense of location
and place,” compared to traditional twodimensional maps. Viewable on Google
Earth, London’s architects and planners
can now find it easier to grasp visually the
impact of a new building or hazards such as
air pollution and flooding from the Thames.
The mappers have also colonised the virtual
computer world of Second Life. Anybody with
broadband can roam around London in a
game-like space. Users can explore a virtual
island owned by the scientific magazine
Nature, and can fly around the space as
‘avatars’ – digital representations of yourself.
Dr Hudson-Smith said: “The days of 2-D
GIS mapping are far from over, but in an
increasingly complex world the 2-D thematic
map that has been the core of GIS analysis
for a decade and more, may have to start to
evolve if it is to survive”.

Count Me In Too: Lesbian Gay Bisexual and Trans
Experiences and Needs in Brighton & Hove
Air pollution around London. Dirtier air is red or yellow, and cleaner air is blue or green.
Hopes that an interactive version could be put online have been dashed by Ordnance Survey. Photograph: Virtual London project, UCL

For all the talk of a ‘borderless’
world since the end of the Cold War,
international boundaries continue to
be a source of stress for many states.
A special geographical research unit
at Durham University is developing
peaceful resolutions for governments,
NGOs and businesses mired in problems
relating to international boundaries.

Key words
neighbourhood statistics / output area /
Geographical Information Systems

Key words
international boundaries / globalisation /
security / political geography

The next census in 2011 will be the most
expensive statistical project ever undertaken in
the UK according to the Statistics Commission,
a government watchdog.

There was a global sigh of relief when 15
Royal Navy sailors and marines seized at
gunpoint by Iranian forces in the Shatt
al-Arab waterway were released in 2007.

The Commission predicts that the cost will
be in the order of £500 million. Is it worth it?
According to Professor David Rhind, chair of
the Statistics Commission (now the Statistics
Authority) and a human geographer, it’s essential
because it “underpins the allocation of billions
of pounds in funding for public services.”
As well as the national census picture, those
tasked with spending taxpayers money need
to have a breakdown of who lives locally. A
third of public spending is on health, housing,
education and transport – and these are
particularly ‘local’ in their impact and require
local authorities to help deliver them.

500m

cost of cencus

She describes her work as “participatory
action research”, making sure that the
research is created by those who will benefit
most from it. “Research that tells people
what they should do is unlikely to effect
social change. It might get a reaction from
politicians and the media. But if you want
to create lasting change, you need to bring
people together”.

Boundaries
Borderline cases

Do you know who your neighbours are?
Indeed, does the government know
who lives in your local area? A website
open to all reveals census information
on the ethnicity, education and even
the general health and religious beliefs
in 200,000 local areas.

£

“Other disciplines and subject fields are also
realising the importance of place and space.”

www.countmeintoo.co.uk

Future
Making sense
of the census

The sailors were conducting a routine search
of a cargo ship in an area where national
boundaries remain unclear.
Females working full
time, by output area
Percentage of females
aged 16-74 that are
economically active
and work full time

0.0 - 19.0

29.4 - 34.9

19.1 - 24.5

35.0 - 78.7

24.6 - 29.3

The system is so popular amongst statisticians
that it will be the first time in 40 years that
essentially the same small areas will be
used for two successive censuses.
Sticking with this system of measuring local
areas – known as Output Areas – is not just
a relief for those organising public services.
Supermarkets like Tesco and Waitrose need
information to find ideal locations for their new
shops. They have also backed Professor
Martin’s way of defining small areas.
But is all this local information not another case
of Big Brother keeping an eye on us like CCTV
or bibliometric identity cards?

To help understand small neighbourhoods in
England and Wales, data on small territorial
blocks of around 300 people have been
developed by geographer Professor David
Martin at Southampton University.

Not according to Professor Martin, as the
information is not just for government, but
is freely available to all on Neighbourhood
Statistics Service website. School governors,
GPs, church volunteers or charity workers can
understand who lives around them.The website
regularly gets 2 million page views a month.

This local information helps us understand
200,000 small areas across the country.
Unlike electoral wards, they are of consistent
size so you can ‘compare like with like,’
according to Professor Martin. They are also
not subjected to continual boundary changes.

“In the past it was hopelessly difficult to find
out about your local area”, said Professor
Martin. “Now local intelligence has been
discovered by citizens.”
www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk

“There were sufficient uncertainties over
boundary definition to make it inadvisable to
state categorically that the vessel was in Iraqi
waters at the time of the arrest,” says Martin
Pratt, director of research at Durham University’s
International Boundaries Research Unit (IBRU).
It’s surprising that squabbles at sea don’t
happen more often. According to IBRU, nearly
half of the world’s maritime boundaries are
subject to overlapping jurisdictional claims.
“Not all undefined boundaries are actively
disputed but wherever there is uncertainty
over who owns what, there is potential for
inflammatory incidents,” Pratt says.

And not all such incidents are resolved
peacefully: a disagreement at a meeting on
the Eritrea-Ethiopia border in 1998 quickly
escalated into a full-blown war which killed
up to 120,000 people.
Nor do boundaries just affect nation-states.
Shipping lines, pipeline and cable-layers, oil
and gas companies frequently find themselves
operating in murky jurisdictional waters.
Analysing competing boundary claims
is one of IBRU’s most sought-after skills.
Even when a boundary appears settled, there
is often considerable uncertainty over the
precise alignment of the line on the ground.
Based in Durham University’s department of
geography, it is the world’s only research centre
specialising in the resolution of international
boundary and territorial problems.
The unit uses a range of geographical
techniques including analysis of old maps
and modern satellite imagery. Expertise in
geomorphology assists in understanding
the dynamics of unstable river boundaries,
which account for more than 25% of the
world’s total land boundary length. Geographic
information systems facilitate data analysis
and digital map production.
Fluency in international law, combined with
research in geopolitical realities, means
IBRU has an unparalleled geographical
toolkit to draw upon when dealing with
boundary problems.
Martin Pratt said: “Boundaries are not just
lines on maps; they are dynamic features
of the human and physical landscape. IBRU
helps to define and manage boundaries in
ways that minimise the risk of international
conflict and assist the development of
borderlands.”
Stringer © AFP / Getty Images

The two-year project Count Me in Too received
unprecedented support from LGBT people.
“Through listening to people's stories in
discussion groups, the study has reached
people who have never before had their
views heard,” added Dr Kath Browne.

Using Ordnance Survey Data Master Map and
InfoTerra height data, the entire area within
the M25 Orbital Road has been modelled.

Erosion
Managing coastal
retreat

Safety
Real-world
meteorology

Professor David Petley and his team of
geographers at Durham University are
rewriting the way we understand how cliffs
erode. Homeowners and local councils
are waking up to find that his painstaking
research means that we have to rethink
how we manage our receding cliffs.

A high-tech weather prediction system
for rail, road and runways can save
lives. The system by geographer
Professor John Thornes at the
University of Birmingham combines
digital mapping with cutting-edge
software to forecast ice for every
20 metres of road.

An alarming dotted crimson line runs through
the middle of the Cowbar cottages on rugged
cliffs near Staithes in North Yorkshire.

Key words
climate / weather / transport

The line was plotted on a map predicting
how far the cliff would erode over the next
century, erosion caused by rising sea levels
and climate change.

The 12 members of the amateur Rhyl Cycling
Club were approaching a gentle sweeping
bend on an icy A547 in north Wales.

Half of the 24 cottages at Cowbar would fall
into the sea over the next century according
to the maps, drawn up by consultants
commissioned by local councils.
But local residents were not convinced.
Some of them had lived there for more
than 30 years and remembered that a
small hedge on the cliff edge had been
there for decades.

2m

erosion in 50 years

Half of the 24
cottages at Cowbar
would fall into the
sea over the next
century according
to the maps, drawn
up by consultants
commissioned
by local councils.

AFP / Stringer © Getty Images

The Cowbar residents asked for a second
opinion. They invited Professor David Petley
and Dr Nick Rosser to help, both of whom had
been working in the area for a mining firm.
Laser scans with an incredible accuracy of
just 2 to 3mm were used to measure changes
on the cliff face by the team of geographers.
They also used GPS surveys and Second
World War aerial photographs to understand
the geometry of the cliff.
Their work found the likely impact of climate
change was negligible. Less than 2 metres
of the cliff had eroded in fifty years – much
less than the consultants’ predictions.
The teams work means that we may have
to rethink how weather erodes coastal cliffs.
The textbook explanation was that at high
tides, the sea attacks the base of the cliff,
cutting notches that eventually collapse.
“Most people thought storms would hammer
away at the cliff and that would make them
fall down,” according to Petley. But wet and
windy weather didn’t seem to be linked to
big rockfalls from the cliffs. “Yes, rainfall and
weather helps, but once fracture starts –
weather is not important,” said Professor Petley.
The most important thing is what goes on within
the cliff, rather than outside. Petley’s team
can now detect the first signs of big rockfalls
and are working on an early warning scanner
to predict dangerous rockfalls in the future.

They were riding in fine weather, in pairs and
wearing helmets, when they were struck by
a Toyota Corolla travelling in the opposite
direction. Four cyclists, including a 14-yearold boy, were killed after the driver lost control
of his car.
For geographer Professor John Thornes, an
expert legal witness for the accident, better
local weather predictions could help make
our roads safer.
He has built the NeXt Generation RoadWeather
Information System – or XRWIS – to forecast
for every 20 metres of main road in Britain,
a staggering level of detail.

Combining both thermal and GIS/GPS
mapping, the XRWIS system relies on
sky-view factor analysis and localised
‘mesoscale’ weather forecasts.
“In the past, government meteorologists have
never dared to tell people what to do with
their information,” said ProfessorThornes.
Decisions were left to local highway engineers
on the ground. “What we are trying to do is let
the computer take the strain.”
A simple traffic light system on digital maps
helps the road manager decide if a road needs
salting. The user can also ‘drill down’ to get
more detailed information such as road
temperature or wetness.
As well as making roads safer, it also makes
substantial savings for the taxpayer. An official
government cost-benefit analysis found that
the new system saved £12 for every £1 spent
of public money.
Salting roads is just one application. Developed
as part of university spin-out Entice Technology
Ltd, their system offers “a whole new way of
doing things,” according to ProfessorThornes.
XRWIS can predict low rail adhesion for trains
in winter from ice, frost and snow, and trackbuckling in heatwaves. The system also works
for airport runways.
Could technology like XRWIS prevent accidents
like the one that devastated the Sunday cycling
club? ProfessorThornes says: “That will never
be known. But we now have one of the most
accurate systems in the world for helping to
manage our congested transport routes and
prepare for whatever the British weather
throws at us.”

Maps
Putting poverty
in its place
Study after study by human geographer
Professor Danny Dorling has shown the
widening gap between rich and poorin the
UK, and that where you live increasingly
determines your chances in life.
Key words
inequality / mapping / income
Inequality in Britain has reached levels not
seen for over 40 years, according to research
led by Professor Danny Dorling at the
University of Sheffield (and many colleagues).
Funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation,
the study found that some rich areas were
becoming like ghettoes for the privileged,
increasingly segregated from the rest of society.

He has also been introducing novel
cartographic techniques into geographical
research. Every day, Dorling and his team at
Sheffield University post a new map online
(www.worldmapper.org) specially constructed
to make all kinds of statistics accessible,
ranging from how many people live on a dollar
a day to who makes money selling medicines.
Right
Population living on less than $1 a day
Territory size shows the proportion of all people living on less
than or equal to US$1 in purchasing power parity a day.
Below
Population living on over $200 a day
Territory size shows the proportion of all people living on over
US$200 purchasing power parity a day worldwide, that live there.
World mapper © Copyright 2006 SASI Group (University
of Sheffield) and Mark Newman (University of Michigan).

Rich households have concentrated in the
outskirts of major cities, especially those
classified as ‘exclusive wealthy’ by the study.
These have been steadily concentrating
around London, according to the study.
Allowing more detailed comparisons than
previously possible, the report contains
comprehensive maps based on census
and survey data from 1968 to 2005.
Danny Dorling said: “Most interesting and
certainly unexpected when this work began
is the geography of those households of
average income – neither rich nor poor. Over
time it has become clear that there is less and
less room in the south for them; they have
either moved elsewhere, or become poorer.”
Where a person is born in Britain remains the
most important determinant of their status,
health and wealth in later life. “By 18 or 20
your life is largely mapped out for you,” he
argues. “You’ll either have interesting jobs
where you use your mind your whole life, or
your life will be working in a servile occupation.”
The study is part of two decades work revealing
a difficult truth to politicians: that Britain is
becoming a more unequal society.
You would think that the government would
like to bury his research, but Dorling is constantly
in demand by government agencies and
charities. He makes complex statistics easy to
grasp, and has a way of humanising abstract
facts for policymakers. Dorling relishes
uncovering numbers “that matter to people”.

New cartographic
techniques visually
demonstrate poverty
at the world scale

Nature
Restoring urban
rivers

Living
The geography of
health and urban
regeneration

Encouraging degraded rivers to
recreate their own channels is proving
a highly cost-effective way of making
space for floods and letting wildlife
thrive whilst providing ideas for
improving the aesthetics and
biodiversity of confined urban
waterways.

Geography is important for government
projects to revitalize inner-city
communities. One new way that
geography contributes is through
forward-looking ‘Health Impact
Assessment’. Health Geographers like
Sarah Curtis, Durham University, have
been working with policy makers and
local communities to make cities of the
future healthier places to live and work.

Key words
river rehabilitation / natural habitat / flooding
River experts are turning to nature after
decades of managing canals and rivers
with concrete and steel.

Key words
health / regeneration / urban

River managers are seeking out suitable parks
and fields near rivers and estuaries to use
– as nature intended – as floodplains.

Where we live is important for our health. Local
health services – such as NHS hospitals or
GP surgeries – are essential. But so too are
housing, jobs, schools, and the social conditions
in the places we live.

This more natural approach has been used
on rivers such as the Cole near Birmingham,
where a new over-large sinuous channel has
been cut, within which the river can return
itself to a more natural state.
“The river has formed a channel that is not
rigidly stable but has a dynamic equilibrium”
said Professor Angela Gurnell who helped
design the river’s new position.

150+

Plant species naturally colonised river bed

This technique is cheaper than building
channels with lorry-loads of rocks, gravel and
top soil. “If you cut the channel correctly – get
the sinuosity and gradient right – then the
river deposits the soil, plants the plants, and
attracts insects and fish,” said Gurnell.
The river is also a more attractive area for
recreation, contributing to the improvement
of one of the government's 15 indicators of
‘quality of life’ in Britain.

A ‘major thrust’ is the European Water
Framework Directive, which requires that
river ecology is protected. “That doesn’t
mean pristine, but it does mean as near as
you can get to a naturally functioning system,”
according to Gurnell.
Professor Gurnell is also working on one of the
most heavily engineered rivers in the country
– the embanked Thames in central London.
In the old docks, Angela and colleagues are
working with Thames21, an environmental
charity, experimenting with artificial havens
for flora and fauna.
Small islands of wood and natural fibres – even
bits of old tyres – have been installed in some
docks. Reeds and rushes grow, and ducks nest
on the islands which rise and fall with the tide.

“We study how and why places matter for the
health of the population. This can be important
when changes are planned to cities, for example
in regeneration and development schemes.

Geographical
focus

Health Impact Assessment involves rapid
forward-looking appraisals in the early stage
of new urban developments. The aim is to plan
for possible health impacts, and to learn from
previous experience and research about how
places can affect health .
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Climate change
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Health geographers worked with stakeholders
in a housing renewal scheme in London’s East
End. They looked at all the ways that better
housing was likely to improve the health of
local people.

Conflict
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They also identified potential problems relating
to housing refurbishment such as dirt, noise
and disturbances which may be stressful.
They found that building sites could also be
hazardous and some people would have to
move from the area and might have problems
finding new housing.

Geographical Information Systems
Globalisation

Professor Curtis said: “our team fed these
ideas to the planning Board for the scheme
who identified measures to avoid some of
these possible problems.”

Distribution of Population At Risk in the Eastern Hemisphere
Courtesy Peter Ravenscroft
Face of a Dinku child, North Bohr-el-Ghazel, South Sudan
© Robert Maletta / Royal Geographical Society
Uriel Sinai / Stringer © Getty Images
AFP / Stringer © Getty Images
Air pollution around London © Virtual London project, UCL
Females working full time by output area, courtesy Office
for National Statistics
Stringer © AFP / Getty Images
Image © The GeoInformation Group 2007
Diagram of erosion courtesy Professor John Thornes

International boundaries

Image courtesy Professor John Thrones

Meteorology

World mapper © Copyright 2006 SASI Group (University
of Sheffield) and Mark Newman (University of Michigan).

Native flora / fauna
Natural hazards
Neighbourhood statistics
Peace
Planning
Pollution
Poverty

River rehabilitation
Road safety
Security
Sexual discrimination
Social exclusion
Urban development
Urban regeneration
Water shortage

These islands and other wildlife ‘refugia’ are
being scientifically tested to see which plants
and wildlife can survive in this inhospitable
environment.
“Such methods are inexpensive to implement
and to maintain” said Gurnell. “They also
recognise the vital role of plants as nature’s
river engineers”.

Two women carrying water in Ethiopia
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Health and well being

Migration

Sarah commented: “Working in collaboration
with local residents, as well as a range of experts,
to think about how new urban developments
may affect health is an exciting way to apply
geographical knowledge and skills. We have
also undertaken consultations with other
partners in England and abroad, contributing
to national as well as local policy making.
We expect this will help create healthier
cities in the future.”
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Ground water

Regional geography

270-acre urban park to
be created on the site
of the London Olympics
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The new channel has been successfully
colonised by indigenous species. “Within 3
years, trees of up to four metres have planted
themselves and over 150 plant species are
thriving and moulding the gravel banks.”

Health geographers such as Professor Sarah
Curtis at Durham University are advising
policymakers on the best ways to improve
public health for inner-city regeneration projects.

Urban planners want to make cities healthier
places to live. They need information on the
likely health impacts of urban regeneration.”
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