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Research in the News 

Biochar ‘breakthrough’ sustainability technology 
Swansea University has welcomed a report issued on 2 July by the Sustainable Development 

Commission (SDC) which it is claimed could transform the UK into a sustainable society.  The 

report entitled „Breakthrough for the 21st century‟ comprises 19 breakthrough ideas which could 

impact Britain‟s efforts to tackle climate change, resource depletion and inequality.  One of the 

„breakthroughs‟ included in the report is the biochar process.  Dominic Woolf, a member of  the 

School‟s Biochar Research Team explained: “Biochar is a technology that can remove greenhouse 

gases from the atmosphere at the same time as providing useful energy, improving soil fertility 

and reducing our reliance on fossil fuel derived fertilisers.  Read the full news items here:  
http://www.swan.ac.uk/news_centre/LatestResearch/Headline,35237,en.php 

Dr Stefan Doerr (Geography) and Dr Geertje van 

Keulen (Pure and Applied Ecology) have received fund-

ing from the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 

Council to undertake research on Particle Based Superhy-

drophobic Surfaces: Lab Models-to-Field Sample Behav-

iour.  This project is jointly carried out with Nottingham 

Trent and links Physics, Engineering and Geoscience ex-

pertise to advance the understanding of natural and man-made super-hydrophobic materials.  

Dr Doerr and Dr van Keulen recently met with Richard Hollingham, BBC broadcaster, to dis-

cuss their work  The podcast they recorded is available on NERC Planet Earth online: 

 http://planetearth.nerc.ac.uk/multimedia/story.aspx?id=321  

EPSRC funds research  

project on Hydrophobic Soil 

UK migration controversies 
Dr Heaven Crawley (Geography), Director of the Centre for Migration Policy Research pre-

sented the latest research evidence on migration and its impacts on UK and society in London 

on 20 May 2009 as part of the prestigious Royal Geographical Society City Lectures series.  Read 

the full news item here:  http://www.swan.ac.uk/news_centre/LatestResearch/Headline,33638,en.php 

The growing threat from swarms of jellyfish around  

Britain's coast is to be investigated for the first time by 

British and Irish scientists. Using the latest technology,  

researchers are planning to tag jellyfish to explore their life 

cycles and movement in a project known as EcoJel.  

Professor Graeme Hays (Pure and Applied Ecology) is 

leading the study.  For the full story, visit the Independent 

Newspaper website: http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/

nature/jellyfish-invasion-britain-to-fight-them-on-the-beaches-900647.html  The story was also covered by 

BBC Radio Wales and the Western Mail newspaper. For information about the EcoJel project, 

please visit http://www.swan.ac.uk/bs/turtle/ecojel.htm 

Jellyfish Invasion 
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100,000 year-old ice-core could hold secret to climate change 

Dr Siwan Davies (Geography) 

took part in an expedition to study 

ice from the last 'warm period' on 

Earth, over 100,000 years ago, in 

the expectation of finding vital 

clues on the impact of global 

warming. Dr Davies‟s work has 

featured on BBC Newyddion on 

S4C, on Radio Wales and in the 

Western Mail. 

Meeting the challenge of climate change 
The University‟s concern for the environment goes well beyond its immediate locality.  

Addressing climate change is the world‟s biggest challenge, and world-class research led by 

Geographers and Ecologists in the School of the Environment and Society is helping scientists to 

further our knowledge of what is happening to our planet.  

 Research on the effects of climate change is critically relevant to the future sustainability 

of the Arctic region, with glaciers and ice sheets retreating more rapidly than scientists had  

previously imagined. Swansea‟s Glaciology Group is at the forefront of research into glacier  

instability and the contribution of glaciers and ice sheets to rises in sea levels.  

 Professor Tavi Murray (Geography) leads a team of international scientists working on 

a five-year project to research the future stability of the Greenland ice sheet.  The Greenland Ice  

Margin Prediction, Stability and Evolution (GLIMPSE) project will deliver better predictions of 

the future of the ice sheet, and therefore the rate of sea-level rise.  

 Swansea‟s Glaciology research is closely linked to the University‟s expertise in  

environmental modelling and Earth observation (through the Climate and Land-Surface  

Systems Interaction Centre), and to the Millennium project, a consortium of 39 European uni-

versities led by Professor Danny McCarroll (Geography) and his colleagues in the School, 

which is seeking to establish the causes and magnitude of climate change over the past 1000 

years.  

 The University‟s climate change research is further enhanced by a modern technological 

infrastructure that includes the IBM Blue Ice super-computing facility at the Mike Barnsley 

Centre for Climate Research in the Pembrokeshire Technium. 

Recession is good for the environment? 
Dr Larch Maxey (Geography), was the invited „Sustainability expert‟ for the South Wales  

Evening Post‟s „Agenda‟ piece in which a live web debate is hosted by the newspaper on a  

current topic of concern. Following his role as advisor to reporter Richard Youle for the lead 

piece „Can Recession help Save the environment?‟, Dr Maxey was invited to take part in the  

interactive live debate in which he fielded questions from the public.  Dr Maxey said: „The 

level of interest and knowledge in the green renaissance was first class. Climate change, peak oil 

and the economic crisis are all interconnected. Instead of seeing them as competing,  

sustainability shows that they can all be addressed together if we are to seize this opportunity to 

take forward the sustainability transition and each of us can play a part in that, including 

Swansea University.‟  Visit the South Wales Evening Post website to listen to the live debate: 
http://www.thisissouthwales.co.uk/news/Live-webchat-recession-good-environment/article-868252-detail/

article.html 

Understanding the migrant experience - an ESRC Research 

Seminar Series - April 2009 to October 2010 
Researchers at the Centre for Migration Policy Research (CMPR) have been awarded an ESRC 

grant to host a series of one day seminars which aim to increase understanding of the migrant 

experience: http://www.swan.ac.uk/environment_society/LatestNews/ESRCResearchSeminarSeries/ 
 

Read the full news item here: http://www.swan.ac.uk/news_centre/LatestNews/Headline,33599,en.php 
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Big Cats in Wales 
Dr Dan Forman, a member of the Conservation Ecology Research Team was interviewed by 
the Daily Star in mid May regarding the sighting of big cats in Wales.  The milder climate and  
rugged terrain around Aberystwyth help these animals survive.  Visit the Daily Star website for 
the full story: http://www.dailystar.co.uk/posts/view/80926/Maul-of-the-wild/ 

 

PhD student Kate Bell and biochemistry lecturer Dr Geertje van 

Keulen each presented their results on research on the antibiotics-

producing bacterium Streptomyces coelicolor at the All-Wales Microbiology meeting which was 

held March 23rd-25th in Gregynog Hall. Kate Bell‟s oral presentation „Secondary Metabolite Gene 

Expression in Streptomyces coelicolor‟ was well received in the „young scientist speaker‟ section. 

Dr Geertje van Keulen spoke about her collaborative work with the Dijkhuizen group 

(University of Groningen, The Netherlands) on the impact of phosphofructokinases from actino-

mycete bacteria on the production of antibiotics. 

Researchers present their findings on  

antibiotics-producing bacteria at the All-Wales 

Microbiology meeting in Gregynog Hall 

Understanding and changing public attitudes 
Following the recent local and European elections, where some political groups have exploited 

anti-immigrant sentiments in their campaigns, a new report entitled Understanding and  

changing public attitudes was launched on 8 June 2009 at the National Museum of Wales,  

Cardiff.  The report by Dr Heaven Crawley, Director of the Centre for Migration Policy  

Research, is based on a comprehensive review of public information and communication  

campaigns as they relate to immigration and, more specifically, to asylum and refugee  

issues.  Read the full news item here: 
 http://www.swan.ac.uk/news_centre/LatestResearch/Headline,33959,en.php 

NERC approved Urgency Research Bid on catastrophic  

Victoria wildfires 
The National Environmental Research Council (NERC) has awarded Dr Stefan Doerr and Dr 

Rick Shakebsy (Geography) £64,000 to determine the environmental effects of extreme fire 

severity on the soil system in the Melbourne region.  See the full News Release here:  
http://www.swan.ac.uk/news_centre/LatestResearch/Headline,31988,en.php 

Constructing more sustainable  

living spaces 
As part of research around a Leverhulme funded 

project on back-to-the-experiments today, Dr Keith 

Halfacree (with Dr Larch Maxey, Swansea, and 

Dr Lewis Holloway, Hull), attended a one-day eco

-homes tour that visited six examples of  

attempts at constructing more sustainable living 

spaces in west Wales, near Newport.  For more in-

formation, see www.simplesite.com/vickymoller 

Bristlecone pine stable isotope research 
Roderick Bale's PhD research involved the creation of an annually resolved climate  

reconstruction for the last 1000 years. This is based on stable isotope values of bristlecone pine 

tree-ring cellulose, the world‟s oldest absolutely dated living things that grow in semi-arid 

mountainous regions of the southwest USA. The Laboratory of Tree-Ring Research in Tucson 

has a long history of research on these trees. Collaborative work will aid further understanding 

of the complex stable isotope/climate relationship, will aid publication efforts, and could provide  

direction for future bristlecone pine stable isotope research. 
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BBSRC approved New Tools Research Bid 

on development of gene silencing tools for 

pest insects 
The Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council 

(BBSRC) has funded Dr Miranda Whitten and Dr Geertje van 

Keulen (both from the School) and Professor Paul Dyson (Institute 

of Life Sciences) to develop new gene silencing tools for pest insects 

using symbiotic bacteria.  The full award is £151,000.  See the 

BBSRC website for information on the tools and resources develop-

ment fund: http://www.bbsrc.ac.uk/funding/opportunities/2008/

tools_resources_development.html 

BAFTA Cymru 2009 Short List 
An S4C documentary on climate change, featuring contributions from scientists in the School, 

was shortlisted for a 2009 BAFTA Cymru award in the best factual programme category.  Dr 

Siwan Davies and Dr Tim James (Geography) featured on O Flaen dy Lygaid: Dyfroedd 

Dyfnion.  The award ceremony took place on 17 May 2009 in the Wales Millennium Centre. 

Image of kissing bugs (Rhodnius Prolixus) courtesy of Ray Wilson 

Greek delights for Emeritus Professor 
Emeritus Professor Margaret Kenna, has just returned from a three-month long visit to 

Greece as Visiting Fellow at the British School at Athens, a research institute covering all  

aspects of Greek Studies from ancient to modern.  The position involved giving a seminar and an 

Open Lecture, as well as talking to members and students about their research, but Margaret 

also gave presentations at the University of Athens, the Panteion University, the University of 

Macedonia, and the American College of Thessaloniki,as well as to the Greek Society for  

Ethnology, who later elected her an Honorary Fellow, the fourth person to be so honoured.  She 

was also able to visit the island (Anafi) where she has carried out more than forty years of  

research.  A music group, Khroes, based in Heraklion, Crete, will be performing a work, 

“Electra, study in light”, on the island in September this year, inspired by her book about the 

political exiles sent to the island in the 1930s. 

Dr Gaya Ranawaka, Senior Lecturer in Zoology at the Open  

University of Sri Lanka is visiting Swansea University for three 

months on the University of Wales Swansea Fulton Fellowship 

awarded by the Association of Commonwealth Universities 

(ACU). Gaya is carrying out a research study with Dr Patricia 

Lee (Pure and Applied Ecology) at Swansea, on DNA “barcode” 

technology, with specific focus on its applications in phylogenetics 

and conservation biology. This new research project will include 

sampling and extracting DNA from museum specimens of birds, 

which can be over a hundred years old.  The aim of the ACU  

Titular Fellowships is to enable the Universities of the Common-

wealth to develop the human resources of their institutions and 

countries. As such, during this attachment Gaya will gain new practical experience with the 

relevant specialized techniques, including the use of bioinformatics tools in phylogenetic studies 

and population genetics, as well as ancient DNA methods.  It is also hoped that this visit to 

Swansea will result in mutually beneficial collaborative research links in the future. 

Research on DNA ‘barcode’ technology 

Mad as a March Hare! 
Dr Dan Forman and members of the Conservation Ecology Research Team are undertaking a 

study into the distribution and ecology of the brown hare on the Gower peninsula.  Brown hares 

are typically found in flat, open, grassland, or on arable farms, where they feed on herbs in the 

summer and grasses, cereals and root crops in the winter.  They are larger than rabbits, with 

longer limbs and a loping gait. And, as the fastest land animals in the UK, they are able to  

escape predators by out-running them. See the full story here:  

http://www.swan.ac.uk/news_centre/LatestResearch/Headline,31594,en.php 
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Evolution of anti-predatory  

behaviour in juvenile salmon 
L. J. Roberts & C. Garcia de Leaniz 

 

In the evolutionary arms race prey stand to 

lose more than predators. Anti-predatory  

behaviour should therefore be under intense 

selection. Spatial avoidance, either by predator 

recognition or by recognition of alarm cues, is 

an effective form of reducing predation risk, 

but the relative roles of innate and learned 

components are not clear. We used predator-

naïve juvenile salmon and manipulated the 

diet of one of its main predators (the otter) to 

discriminate between learned and innate anti-

predatory components. Juvenile salmon 

strongly avoided water scented with the faeces 

of wild otters, and spatial avoidance was posi-

tively correlated to predator odour, and thus to 

perceived threat. Salmon avoided water  

conditioned with predator's scent when the 

predator was fed conspecific, but not when the 

predator was fed on a non-salmon diet. Thus 

our results suggest that recognition of diet-

related alarm cues is probably innate in  

Atlantic salmon, but that predator recognition 

Invasive salmonids as agents  

of selection 
C. Garcia de Leaniz, P. N. Howes &  

K.E. Whitlock 

Despite increasing concern about fish inva-

sions, the adaptive response of native fish to 

invading predators is poorly understood. We 

examined variation in anti-predatory behav-

iour of a native galaxiid fish (GM, Galaxias 

maculatus) living in sympatry or allopatry 

with a native or exotic predator. GM from a 

river subjected to exotic salmonid predation 

strongly avoided salmonid scent, whereas 

GM from a river without salmonids did not 

display any avoidance. In contrast, GM  

always avoided the native predator's scent, 

though avoidance was stronger under  

sympatric than allopatric conditions. GM  

cohabiting with the native predator avoided 

its scent regardless of diet, whereas GM  

cohabiting with the exotic salmonid predator 

avoided the native predator's scent only when 

fed conspecifics. Our results indicate that 

native galaxiids may be particularly  

vulnerable to salmonid predation during the 

intial invasion stages, and suggest that  

recognition of novel predators has probably 

evolved through the detection of diet-released 

alarm cues. 

 Students in the News 

Students to present results at prestigious congress 
Laura Roberts, PhD student in Biological Sciences, and former MSc Aquaculture student Paul 

Howes are to present results of their research at the prestigious 12th Congress of the European 

Society for Evolutionary Biology to be held in Torino, Italy 24-29 August 2009.  Details of the 

congress can be found here: http://www.eseb2009.it/uk/default.asp?PID=1 

Role of Women in Improving Household Food Security 
A paper from Fatma Osman Ibnouf‟s PhD thesis (Development Studies) has been accepted for 

publication in the Journal of International Women‟s Studies (Vol 10, No4).  Visit JIWS‟s website 

for an abstract of Farma‟s paper: http://www.bridgew.edu/SoAS/JIWS/May09/SudanFoodSecurity.pdf 

  

Ginkgo Project 
It is the time of the year for Biochemistry lecturers, Dr 

Paula Row and Dr Ed Dudley to start harvesting leaves 

from the two Ginkgo biloba trees in the Botanic Gardens 

behind the Wallace Building. They will be extending the 

work of their project student, James Taylor, who investi-

gated whether the levels of the medicinally active flavonoids 

in Ginkgo leaves vary at different times as the leaves ma-

ture.  Read more about James‟s third year project here:  
http://www.swan.ac.uk/environment_society/LatestNews/

NewsletterItems/ 
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Outreach Activities 

School students to spend a week in a Biochemistry  

laboratory in the summer  

Biochemistry lecturer Dr Paula Row and laboratory technician Alun Jones are getting ready 

to welcome local school students Thomas Coucill (from Pentrehafod Comprehensive School) 

and Hannah Crocker (from Bishop Vaughan School) into their laboratory in July for work  

experience. Paula and Alun are hoping to teach them how to genetically engineer bacteria, a 

process that is involved in making many everyday products, such as the insulin injected by 

many diabetics, the vegetarian-friendly rennet that is used to make vegetarian cheese, and even 

the dirt-busting enzymes in biological washing powder!  

Brecon Beacons National Park audio trails  
The Brecon Beacons National Park have just launched the first in a series of audio trails and 

podcasts describing the geology, landscape, industrial archaeology and ecology along popular 

walks.  The first trails are along the Nedd Fechan and Pyrddin rivers near Pontneddfechan, at 

the head of the Neath Valley.  Geraint Owen (Geography) provided geological input to the Eng-

lish-language versions, and Siwan Davies (Geography) to the Welsh-language versions.  The 

National Park hopes the audio trails will help a new audience to understand the landscape and 

heritage of the area.  The trails can be accessed here:  
http://www.breconbeacons.org/visit-us/outdoors-activities/audio-trails 

 

May Science Café: Sustainable Development 
The Swansea Science Café offers opportunities for anyone to find out more about new, exciting 

and topical areas of science. Designed to be informal and entertaining, the café typically runs on 

the last Wednesday of every month at the Dylan Thomas Centre. Entry is free and talks start at 

7:30pm. For future events see http://www.sciencecafewales.org/.   

 The May Science Café was given by Dr Larch Maxey (Geography) on Low Impact  

Development: High Impact Responses to Climate Change and Sustainability 

Larch Maxey, Swansea University, http://lowimpactdevelopment.wordpress.com/ 

Wales Biodiversity Week supported by 

School 
Bridgend County Borough Council organised a range of exciting 

events in celebration of Wales Diversity Week, from 6 to 14 June 

2009.  Speakers at this event included Dr Dan Forman, Dr Ruth 

Callaway, Dr Charles Hipkin and Dr Carlos Garcia de Leaniz 

(Pure and Applied Ecology).  The week is an annual event of wild-

life-themed activities which help to deliver a positive message for 

biodiversity, raise awareness and generate enthusiasm.  Charles 

Hipkin led a walk on Botany and Bugs at Mosshouse Wood, Gnoll 

Estate, Neath.  Carlos Garcia de Leaniz gave a talk at the one day 

seminar at the Environment Centre, Swansea on The Impact of  

Invasive Species on the Aquatic Environment. Dan Forman  

delivered sessions at Kenfig National Nature Reserve Centre on 

Investigating 'Owl Puke' and 'Otter Poo'.  Ruth Callaway (with Dr 

Aditee Mitra) gave a talk at Newton Burrows on Dive into our rock pools 

 The events were widely publicised by Bridgend County Borough (http://www.bridgend.gov.uk/

web/groups/public/documents/press_release/069092.hcsp#TopOfPage) and by the Institute of Fisheries 

Management http://www.ifm.org.uk/news/ifm/  
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Professor Stefan Doerr (Geography) will be travelling to Melbourne in July to run a special 

conference session on the impacts of wildfire at the 7th World Congress on Geomorphology:  

http://www.geomorphology2009.com/.  During the session, he will present outcomes of the Institute 

of Environmental Sustainability‟s work on the 2001 Sydney and recent 2009 Melbourne wild-

fires. They will also be running a field trip open to all delegates to their research sites near Mel-

bourne: http://planetearth.nerc.ac.uk/news/story.aspx?id=386 

 

Dr Felicia Hughes-Freeland (Geography) was invited to give a talk on Javanese dance 

rhythms in court and country on 20 June 2009 as part of the British Museum‟s exhibition on 

Gamelan: Music of Java—A display exploring the historical and cultural context of the large 

gong from a Javanese gamelan.  Her films The Dancer and the Dance  and Tayuban: Dancing 

the Spirit in Java were also screened during the exhibition: http://www.britishmuseum.org/

whats_on/events_calendar/june/gamelan_film_double_bill.aspx 

 

Professor Kevin J Flynn (Pure & Applied Ecology) gave a keynote lecture at the GEOHAB 

workshop on modelling harmful algal bloom dynamics in Galway, Ireland (15-19th June).  

Professor Flynn has developed a range of models describing plankton ecophysiology over the last 

decade. A combination of these enable the conduct of virtual “war-games” between plankton 

types (bacteria, phytoplankton, micro-zooplankton, copepods), some of which express anti-

predator mechanisms. One particular group, the mixotrophs, has been a particular challenge to 

model. The model of mixotrophs that has just been developed is the first to combine in one  

structure all the major facets of these organisms. Mixotrophs can not only kill their competitors 

but can steal their chloroplasts and use them for their own growth, a mechanism akin to asset 

stripping in the business world. The asset (chloroplast) is sequestered from the prey, and  

employed until it fails, with little or no investment in its up-keep. By this route the mixotroph 

avoids the expense of developing and constructing its own photosynthetic machinery. 

Mixotrophs are particularly prevalent as harmful algal bloom species. 

 

Dr Keith Halfacree (Geography) attended the Engaging with methodological realities in rural 

space conference at Reading University in April in his role as Secretary of the Rural Geography 

Research Group of the Royal Geography Society with the Institute of British Geographers. 

 

Felicia Hughes-Freeland (Geography) convened a panel on the theme of Monumentalizing the 

Past, Archaeologies of the Future with Dr Penny Dransart (University of Wales Lampeter),  at 

the conference of the Association of Social Anthropologists of UK and the Commonwealth (ASA) 

„Anthropological and Archaeological Imaginations: Past, Present and Future‟, Bristol, 6-9 April 

2009. Her paper was entitled 'The seduction of stones: monuments as narratives of nationhood'. 

The other participants were Maggie Bolton (University of Aberdeen),  Alessandra  

Sulzer (University of Oxford), Ana Cristina Martins (Tropical Research Institute, Lisbon,  

Portugal), Gwendolyn Leick (University of the Arts, London), and Eleana Yalouri (Pandeion 

University of Social and Political Sciences, Athens). They are submitting a proposal to publish a 

selection of these papers in a guest-edited issue of The Journal of Material Culture. 

 
For further details of any item reported above, please contact the member of staff concerned, or email the 

editor of this newsletter, Mrs Sandra Kramcha (s.kramcha@swansea.ac.uk) 

Fieldcourses 

Exploring the landscape and wildlife around us 
On June 30 biology and zoology students attended a highly successful Plant and Animal Ecology 

field course based around the Gower Peninsula. This popular 10 day course, run by Drs 

Charles Hipkin, Dan Forman and Ian Horsfall (Pure and Applied Ecology), covers a range 

of ecological areas and provides unique opportunities for students to learn more about the  

natural world around them. Emphasis is placed on developing plant and animal identification 

skills during the course and students get to explore some of the most beautiful and ecologically 

important locations in the area. Some of the field activities and localities visited are covered in 

Professor Paul Brain‟s blog (http://professorpbrainsblog.blogspot.com/). One of the highlights 

from this year was the sighting of a polecat (Mustela putorius) on the university playing fields 

on Gower during broad daylight!  

Conferences 
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