
Adam Mitchell 

Trailfinders 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I grew up in Plymouth before moving to Brighton to 

study Geography and Environmental Science at 

The University of Sussex. From here the route to 

my current role is a little tangential. After 

graduating I worked in the deeply dispiriting world 

of estate agency for a couple of years before 

leaving it behind to travel around the world. A year 

later I returned renewed and refreshed, moved to 

London and focussed on my writing full time, while 

simultaneously working a slew of minor jobs in 

bars and restaurants across the capital. 

I can’t recall the exact moment I made the 

decision to apply for the position of Sales 

Consultant at Trailfinders. Fortunately, with a 

degree in geography, a background in sales and 

customer service and fairly extensive travel 

experience, I ticked all the boxes; after numerous 

interviews, tests and five weeks of training I was 

concocting tailormade travel plans for clients 

across the country. Three years down the line the 

role of Editorial Assistant popped up. I applied and 

the rest is history. 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

The most helpful piece of career advice I ever 

received came from Scott Adams’ blog – the 

cartoonist famous for ‘Dilbert’ – who said that you 

have two choices to a fulfilling career (1) become 

the best at one specific thing (2) become very 

good at two or more things. 

The first is virtually unachievable – the domain of 

professional footballers and platinum-selling 

popstars – but the second is realistic for most 

people. In my case I have a degree in 

geography, but I’m by no means a professor; I 

have travelled more than the majority, but I’m not 

Ranulph Fiennes and I can write better than most 

people, but will not be receiving the Booker Prize 

any time soon. Add them all together though and 

I make a good candidate for the Editor of a travel 

magazine. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I’m responsible for writing, editing and 

overseeing the creation of the Trailfinder 

magazine – a triannual publication that 

showcases the range of destinations, 

experiences and holidays on offer with 

Trailfinders. 

Each week varies depending on what stage I’m 

at with the magazine. Early on in the process I 

meet with department heads and directors to 

establish the overall content balance. Following 

this I spend a couple of weeks researching and 

writing the features, before passing the copy on 

to our design department to get the initial designs 

mocked up. From this point my focus shifts to the 

holiday delivery in the magazine and so I begin to 

liaise with our product team, who source all the 

hotels, tours etc. that support the main features. 

The final weeks are a whirlwind of back and forth 

between the design studio, product department 
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and suppliers who feature in the magazine to 

finalise the pages before a presentation to the 

Chairman and board. Shortly after this 

approximately one million copies are printed and 

distributed across the UK and Ireland. I then 

typically take a well-earned holiday before 

beginning the process all over again. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

First and foremost you need to have a good 

command of the English language and the ability 

to write engagingly, whilst still keeping in mind 

the tone of voice of the company and our 

commercial considerations. Having a good eye 

for detail and design is also paramount and, 

finally, the ability to manage and organise input 

from a variety of sources. 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

It may sound obvious but the more you can know 

about the world the easier this job is. If I’m writing 

about a destination I know well I can knock out 

thousands of words in no-time, whereas a feature 

about somewhere I’ve never been may take me 

hours of reading, research and discussions with 

colleagues to get it right. Furthermore, as a travel 

organiser, our obligations go beyond simply 

inspiring people to get away; it is imperative that 

we also provide accurate information with 

regards to where to stay, when to go, how to get 

there and how to get around in order to live up to 

our moniker ‘The Travel Experts’. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

Although it’s always tinged with anxiety, it’s 

enormously satisfying to receive the first printed 

and bound copies of the magazine. To have a 

tangible product that you have overseen from 

inception is very rewarding. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Travel, travel and travel some more and write 

about it all the time. I started out with a travel 

blog for friends and family before writing various 

freelance articles – some paid, mostly not. If I re-

read any of it now I imagine it would make me 

cringe but it’s essential to keep practicing and 

honing your writing if you want to make a career 

of it. 

 

How do you maintain your knowledge and 

interest in geography outside of work? 

I travelled extensively throughout my twenties 

and that wanderlust never waned – even if my 

current possibilities to get away have somewhat. 
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Andrew Fielding 

Flood Risk and GIS Analyst 

How did you get to where you are now?  

Ever since high school I’ve known I wanted a 

career which was linked to geography but it was 

only when applying for universities that I 

discovered Environmental Science. It was the 

perfect balance from my perspective as it 

encompassed the elements of geography that I 

enjoyed and combined it with my passion for 

problem solving, science, and love for the 

outdoors.  

Resulting from this, I went on to study at Edge Hill 

University which provided me with the foundations 

for my career to date. I tailored my modules 

around geographic information systems (GIS) and 

coastal management, carrying out my dissertation 

on the effectiveness of a dune restoration scheme 

at Hightown on the Sefton Coastline.  

Since graduating, I worked for a small engineering 

consultancy (Coastal Engineering UK Ltd) before 

moving to JBA Consulting, where I obtained a 

scholarship to undertake a PGCert in Flood and 

Coastal Risk Management part time at Lancaster 

University. I’m now focusing my efforts on 

becoming a chartered environmentalist through 

CIWEM (Chartered Institute of Water and 

Environmental Management) 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get this role? 

I wouldn’t be where I am now without having 

completed voluntary work at the Environment 

Agency and Sefton Metropolitan Borough Council 

during my second year at university. The 

knowledge and contacts I gained from this 

experience were invaluable and undoubtedly 

directed me to my current role. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I’ve worked on a variety of projects, ranging from 

small scale flood risk assessments and research 

projects to multi-million-pound, national scale 

work. Typically, my day to day role involves large 

amounts of spatial data analysis through the use 

of GIS and programming, however this can vary 

greatly depending on project demands. 

Recently I’ve been heavily involved with a 

research project into the applications of Natural 

Flood Management and the benefits it provides 

to ecosystem services. I’ve developed a series of 

national datasets representing opportunity areas 

for woodland planting as a means of reducing 

surface water run-off; whilst providing multiple 

benefits (e.g. carbon sequestration and 

increased biodiversity). In addition to this I’ve 

been working in a large team updating the 

reservoir flood mapping across England. This 

work involves assessing the impacts of potential 

reservoir breaches utilising broad scale 2D 

hydraulic models.  

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

It’s key to have an open mindset when it comes 
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to carrying out my job. A lot of the work I 

undertake has never been done before as it’s 

quite heavily research focused, this means you 

need to be creative and often think outside of the 

box. Problem solving is a fundamental skill to 

have and you need to ensure that you can 

communicate your ideas clearly to both 

colleagues and clients. As my role has developed 

I’ve learnt to be more of a leader/mentor to more 

junior staff, reflecting on past experiences to 

guide and develop their skills. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

What I enjoy most about my job is that it provides 

me with opportunities to be creative and 

constantly develop new skills. My role often 

means I work at the forefront of new research 

into flood risk management and this leads to 

exciting projects. Almost every single study I 

partake in is different and it keeps you on your 

toes.  

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go into this career? 

Research the industry and apply for voluntary 

work. This could be with councils, consultancies, 

water companies, engineering companies; there 

are vast amounts of opportunities. The 

knowledge you’ll gain from this is invaluable and 

there are so many different pathways to explore.  

 

How do you maintain your knowledge and 

interest in geography outside of work? 

Outside of work I’m a keen climber - it’s always 

nice to take a break from the office and get 

outdoors and see new things. It’s amazing how 

you start to notice things you’ve learnt about/

developed in work and how they are 

implemented. This could range from seeing a big 

flood defence scheme, and appreciating how it 

functions, to spotting some woody debris in a 

river channel acting as a form of natural flood 

management. It makes the work I do feel 

worthwhile; physically seeing the benefits to 

communities and the environment in which we 

live. 

 

Why did you choose geography? 

I chose geography, primarily because of my love 

for outdoors and science. It’s a great way of 

learning about the environment around you 

whilst improving/preserving it for generations to 

come. Geography binds everything we do, often 

in more ways than you realise. 

 

 

 

W: www.rgs.org/geographyprofessionals  



Dr Andy Markham 

Company Director 

What do you do as part of your role? 

My duties as a Company Director include 

oversight and management of a company of 20 

people in three International Offices.  I am 

responsible for finance, HR, business 

development and company growth – this takes up 

approximately 60% of my time. I also have work 

duties as a consultant (geomorphology and 

hydrology) which involves leading and directing 

projects, providing critical review and high-level 

advice on environmental risk management for 

clients. 

Alongside this, I am a Chartered Geographer 

Assessor for the RGS-IBG, a member of the 

Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy 

(CPEnv and Consultants Society Committee 

Member), and a committee member (Professional 

Accreditation) for the Australia and New Zealand 

Geomorphology Group. 

 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I graduated from University of East Anglia in 

1985 with a BSc Hons in Environmental Science.  

I then did a PhD at Queen Mary College London 

in Fluvial Geomorphology.  My first job was as a 

consultant in London working in the field of 

Transport Informatics.  I then worked as Senior 

Hydrologist for Ok Tedi Mining in Papua New 

Guinea between 1990 and 1995, after which I 

moved to Australia to work as a consultant as a 

Geomorphologist for a River Management 

company and then as an Environmental Scientist 

for a larger engineering/environmental 

consultancy, and then as a sole trader.  I co-

founded Hydrobiology (consultants) in 2001. 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

A PhD was quite beneficial and, in my case, has 

led to a successful commercial career away from 

research.    

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Consulting is a challenging profession which 

requires technical expertise, the ability to deliver 

projects to client expectations, manage projects 

profitably, promote the business and also 

empower and motivate staff. 

 

What is the most interesting or enjoyable 

project you’ve worked on and why? 

The most enjoyable project I worked on was 

baseline fieldwork at Frieda River in Papua New 

Guinea, due to the spectacular geographic 

environment. But we have a lot of interesting 

technical work too with projects this year in 

Brazil, Laos, Papua New Guinea and Singapore. 

 

What might you be doing in five years’ time? 

Retiring hopefully, and being in a position to 
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mentor early career professional consultants, as 

well as being able to cherry-pick work on a part 

time basis 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go into this career? 

Consulting is a rewarding but challenging career 

path requiring a range of skills. You have to be 

quite well organised, and be able to work and 

report efficiently. 

There are good opportunities for a diverse range 

of projects and work experience but you have to 

be interested in the subject matter as it can 

involve long hours and fieldwork.   

I would advise talking to other consultants before 

committing - but don’t be afraid to try it. 
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Andy Rumfitt  

Senior Director & Head of Business Cases 
and Funding  

How did you get to where you are now? 
I completed an undergraduate degree at Cambridge 
University where my focus and passion was on urban 
and economic geography. I then completed an MPhil in 
Environmental Planning at Reading University where I 
focussed on strategic and regional planning. At the 
same time I was working as a part time graduate 
consultant at PA Cambridge Economic Consultants, 
which employed a number of staff who focussed on 
spatial economic issues such as the effectiveness of 
regional policy geography. Much of the consultancy 
work was geographical in nature (e.g. tourism impact 
studies in the Yorkshire Dales, regeneration strategy for 
Merthyr Tydfil). And finally, I have always loved the 
outdoors, appreciated nature in all its forms and been 
active in hill walking, running, skiing and cycling in 
many locations (e.g. Wales, Scotland, Iceland, the 
French and Italian Alps, the Rockies in Colorado, the 
Pyrenees and Picos Europa, Australia, New Zealand). 
 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role?   

I was very lucky to work with some very inspiring 
applied economists and land economists at Cambridge 
Economic Consultants in the firm’s early days. I didn’t 
realise at the time but this was an “apprenticeship” in all 
but name. Lesson: get any practical experience you 
can.  

 
 

What skills and characteristics do you need 
for this role, apart from geographical 
knowledge? 
The key skills and characteristics needed for this role 
include: 
 

• Strategy development - develop short and long 
term vision and strategy for economic 
development consultancy services in specific 
geographical and client markets.  

 

• Leadership development – from a strategic 
perspective, identify the skills and capabilities 
that need to be developed in the short and long 
term to ensure sustainable performance of the 
economic development team and specific team 
members.  

 

• Be an expert - act as a subject matter expert 
and technical verifier across function, markets 
and/or geography.  

 

• Business development - ability to create and 
lead strategic partnerships and long - term fee 
earning relationships with major economic 
development clients  

 

• Market development - ability to combine an 
understanding of market needs and constraints 
and the organisation’s capabilities to develop 
new and innovative solutions (e.g. digital tools).  

 

• Project management - ability to maximise 
resources and review the planning and 
reporting of progress by project managers.  

 

• Problem solving - ability to identify problems 
and opportunities and analyse information to 
develop, evaluate and implement solutions 
across the team and Urban Advisory.  

 

• Leadership - able to lead change effectively, to 
demonstrate personal composure and be 
adaptable and flexible in ambiguous and/or fast 
changing circumstances.  

 
 

How does geography feature in your work/ 
what difference does it make?  
Since 1992 I have undertaken a range of private 
sector consultancy roles and public sector roles in 
local and regional economic development and 
regional transport operators. Almost all of these 
involved the application of geographical concepts to 
support public investments and public policy 
development, implementation and evaluations. Over 
25 years, my professional geographical focus has 
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been on:  
 

• Spatial and economic analysis of local, regional 
and national economies in the UK and overseas 
using primary and secondary research.  

 

• Development, implementation and evaluation of 
policies and programmes to reduce spatial and 
social inequalities (e.g. local and regional 
economic development and transport 
strategies, skills, regeneration and business 
support initiatives)  

 

•  Social, economic, equality and health impacts 
of major public and transport investments (e.g. 
impact assessments). 

 

•  Bringing forward large scale transport 
infrastructure projects in the UK (e.g. High 
Speed 1 and 2, Crossrail 1 and 2).  

 
 

What advice would you give to someone 
wanting to go into this career? 
Get a good balanced education at GCSE and A Level, 
ensuring that you have subjects that link to the natural 
and built environment. Be comfortable with analysing 
data and drawing conclusions. Try to focus on what 
you are passionate about as that see you through the 
long term.  
 
 

Why did you choose geography? Geography 
enables you to consider spatially some of the biggest 
challenges affecting the world today. It also opens up 
many career and travel opportunities and you’ll still be 
interested many years in the future.  
 

What mathematical skills do you use as part 
of this role/previous roles you’ve had?  
We analyse and map economic data so we need to 
understand ONS and other data sources on industrial 
sectors, occupations, labour markets, deprivation, 
land values, property and unemployment in different 
geographies. As part of this work we have to be able 
to stitch together time series data and also identify 
and explain any anomalies. We also produce and 
analyse business cases (with various cashflows) and 
that requires an understanding of geometric 
progressions and discount rates. When we model 
development impacts for a large number of sites there 
is a need to be able to plan and structure largish 
datafiles, sometimes beyond the capacity of Excel. 
We have produced standard models of geographical 
data for different areas and we import bulk volumes of 
data so we can quickly compare indicators for 
different areas.  
 

Why should students consider studying 
maths/economics to complement their study 
of Geography?  
While we don't build large scale econometric models, 
an understanding of data analysis and manipulation 
supports the analytical work we do. Economics is 
especially useful with geography as much of what we 
do is actually economic geography about firms and 
people operating in various markets. Having a solid 

understanding of economic theory (e.g. all parts of 
demand and supply) is very useful at national and 
regional levels, complements spatial theory and is 
used for assessing wider impacts of transport and 
other infrastructure (e.g. multipliers, input-output 
analysis, static and dynamic agglomeration effects).  
 
Jobs in this role/sector can attract salaries in the 
range of £96,000+.  

 
* This interview was updated in 2021 and was 

correct at the time of publication. Please note that 

the featured individual may no longer be in role, 

but the profile has been kept for career pathway 

and informational purposes.  
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Ashley Parry Jones 

Director for Planning 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I joined what is now WSP in 1993 as a ‘land 

referencer’ working on the Channel Tunnel Rail 

Link (now High Speed 1), having studied 

Geography at Kent University and then Estate 

Management at Heriot-Watt University.  Working 

as an Investment Surveyor I realized that a career 

in commercial property wasn’t for me and I wanted 

something that took me back to a more 

geographical sphere.  Infrastructure development 

planning called upon my property degree but is 

really about geography and spatial data 

management.  

Land referencing is about identifying land and 

property and the associated legal interest held that 

they may be correctly consulted and informed of 

any infrastructure planning process that affect 

them.  This work is pursued within the tight 

frameworks of statutory planning processes which 

is highly detailed, and may ultimately involve 

compulsory purchase of property and is therefore 

a delicate and emotive progress.  WSP is the 

leader in this field. 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

I have found the willingness to be flexible and 

being prepared to take on things thrown at me 

particularly useful.  As a result I have had several 

roles, where I have stepped in to deliver what 

was necessary and has included project and 

technical management, business development 

and managing financial performance.  To be 

effective in any role I have found it really useful to 

have a strong appreciation of what makes the 

other parts of the wider operation tick 

 

What  do you do as part of your role? 

I wear a number of leadership hats at WSP.  I am 

a Director of Planning, the part of WSP that Land 

Services sits in, and have responsibility for 

Technical Expertise.  As such I chair our 

Technical Leadership Group that drives 

innovation, develops training, instils best 

practice, champions professional excellence and 

oversees technical governance across a team of 

about 800.   

I am also the Head of Profession in Land 

Services, the 340-strong team I have always 

been part of, which remains my technical home.  

In this role I provide strategic advice to clients 

and colleagues working on all sorts of projects 

including HS2, Heathrow Expansion, Tideway 

Super Sewer, Crossrail and lots more, to help 

solve project challenges. 

I help shape the strategic direction of the 

business regarding the markets, sectors and 

clients we want to work with, and have a 

responsibility for ensuring we remain technically 

excellent. I also lead a team in India and am our 

Information Security Director.  No two days are 

the same and I keep a fantastically varied 

number of plates spinning. I might be in a 
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business strategy meeting in Birmingham one 

day, in a team meeting in London the next, and 

chairing a technical workshop in Manchester 

another; at my desk writing or reviewing reports 

one morning and flying out to Delhi that evening.  

I interact with a very large number of highly 

capable people in WSP and project organizations 

and am constantly challenged, which I love. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Those that do well in land referencing are 

adaptable and prepared to explore how they can 

deliver geographical solutions to the challenges 

they discover.  By getting involved they are able 

to explore the spaces between or linking 

technical disciplines, which is often where 

geography can provide the necessary light that 

leads to a solution.  As a result good 

communication and an ability to be a team player 

are valuable traits 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

For me, geography is about problem solving in a 

spatial context, often with imperfect or incomplete 

data. Sometimes geography is in the nature of 

the problem so naturally it features in the 

solution, such as when delivering a mapped 

output.  Sometimes geography provides a new 

and more appropriate solution to a problem that 

other disciplines have long imagined is not a 

geographical question at all. We represent a 

discipline of extraordinary range and applicability. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job?  

I have been fortunate enough to have worked on 

some of the highest profile and challenging 

infrastructure development projects in the UK 

and beyond over the past 25 years.  What has 

been particularly rewarding is coming together 

with other discipline specialists and, together, 

developing the necessary solutions to the 

challenges these projects have presented.  So 

what have I enjoyed most?  Great projects, team 

work with some really talented people, 

occasional very hard work, and the reward of 

delivering some outstanding results that have or 

will provide lasting benefits to our wider society. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go into this career?  

Having geographical knowledge is of course 

essential.  Whilst most will have had a human 

geography leaning, this is not essential and 

physical geography techniques of research, 

analysis and spatial understanding are also 

applicable.   

What differentiates people is their additional 

willingness to work as a team, their being curious 

about how multiple parts of complex 

organizations work together, having empathy for 

those affected by projects, and some resilience 

to the sometimes trying interactions we have with 

disaffected members of the public.  Being able to 

demonstrate some experience of this is really 

useful.  Also employers like to see people who 

invest in themselves, so consider joining the 

RGS. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose geography because I am curious about 

the world around me.  I also get bored easily so 

the variety of what geography encompasses 

appeals to me.  I would encourage others to 

choose geography because the subject sets its 

students on the path to an enormously varied 

number of interesting destinations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

W: www.rgs.org/geographyprofessionals  



Benjamin Hennig 

Professor of Geography 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I have always been in academia. Going the 
conventional path from one degree to the next is the 
perhaps most obvious route for becoming an academic. 
What helped me along the way were jobs that I took for 
earning a living while being a student. I cannot claim to 
have gained full inside into a professional life there, but 
I had student jobs at a consultant agency, at an 
insurance company, or also at a public transport 
operator, which all helped me to better put my studies 
into perspective. As it happened I found all these jobs 
through contacts in geography, and this helped me to 
fully appreciate the broad set of skills that one obtains 
in a geography degree and how these can be useful 
later. I would not want to have missed these insights as 
these have been very valuable experiences to see the 
world outside of academia.  

 

What do you do as part of your role? 
My role as a professor involves teaching, research and 
administrative duties. My main specialisation lies in 
geospatial methods, which means that I work on 
designing and teaching modules in Geographic 
Information Systems, Remote Sensing, Cartography 
and Spatial Analysis and further advancing the 
curriculum in these areas. This specialisation is also 
part of my research work where together with 
colleagues I seek funding for projects and conduct 
research applying these methods. 
Administrative duties include involvement in research 
and teaching committees. I am also coordinator of 
international affairs in our department. 

A typical week varies between termtime and the time 
without teaching duties. In a term where I have most 
of my classes, much of my time is occupied with 
teaching and administration. When I teach less or 
outside termtime, I work on research projects and 
some administrative duties. Much of this happens at 
my desk in the office. Fieldwork is mostly limited to 
shorter periods, mostly during the summer. 
 
I am also a Honorary Research Associate at the 
University of Oxford which enables me to continue 
collaborations with former colleagues from the School 
of Geography and the Environment and maintain 
active links to UK academia. 
 

What skills and characteristics do you need 
for this role, apart from geographical 
knowledge? 
The further one advances in academic, the broader 
the set of skills become that job ads list or which are 
needed for promotion. Teaching and general 
presentation skills also require a certain degree of 
creativity and technology skill. And one cannot really 
progress in academic without writing skills. Leadership 
and communication skills increase in importance with 
more responsibility when guiding graduate students 
and establishing a research group. And a skill not 
usually listed as essential in academic job ads but 
being very important is that of being able to self-
motivate and being able to self-organising your work 
in a way that balances teaching, research and 
administration. 
 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 
I love about my current job that is the certain degree 
of freedom that I have in defining my areas of 
research. As long as I can convince others to fund the 
project ideas that I have (or when I can realise them 
without additional money), I am very free to work on 
the things that excite me most. Obviously there need 
to be some results in the end as I still need to produce 
outputs, but I feel that a career in academia at public 
universities still gives you a lot of liberty over what you 
are working on. That said, academia is transforming, 
too, and the pressures of a more market oriented 
higher education is changing the duties and 
challenges of being at university. 
Coming back to the nice things though: The mix of 
teaching and research is very interesting, too. Seeing 
how former students are progressing into the most 
diverse career paths is intriguing, and among the very 
enjoyable moments are these when years later 
students get in touch again and tell a bit about where 
they are now and how you had an impact in achieving 
this. 
Last not least, academic brought me into my current 
position which felt too much like a once in a lifetime 
opportunity for a real adventure to not do it back in 
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2016. While I might not be based here forever, my 
time in Iceland so far has been the personal highlight 
of being a geographer. Iceland is one of the places 
where the relationship between humans and their 
environment can be observed in one of its most pure 
form. Geography determines and defines a lot of the 
ways of living in Iceland and some of the most 
fascinating natural phenomena are just in front of the 
doorstep, such as glaciers and active volcanoes. 
While these have shaped how people live on this 
island, we can now see and understand how the 
human impact is actively changing these 
environments, too. Iceland is like a microcosm of 
geography. 
 

Was there anything particularly useful that 
helped you get into this role?  
My most important job that I took on during my 
student days was an internship at a research institute 
(Alfred Wegener Institute for Polar and Marine 
Research) towards the end of my graduate studies. 
This internship paved the way for my Master-level 
research project and also set the path for my 
progression in academia.  
 

Do you get to travel for your role? 
Part of an academic’s work includes quite a bit of 
travelling for collaborations, workshops, conferences 
and other science related meetings. This can bring 
one all around the world and often also provides the 
opportunity to explore new places beyond the original 
scope of a trip. My work in academic has brought me 
all around the world, from as far away as New 
Zealand to seeing many parts of Europe and 
rediscovering the nearby places around where we live 
through fieldtrips. 
 

How does geography feature in your work/
what difference does it make? 
Geography is my work: I teach and research as a 
geographer in a geography department. Therefore 
geography obviously features very prominently in my 
work.  
 
What I aim to pursue here is that in my teaching and 
research I always aim to see the bigger picture of 
geography and include wider perspectives – from the 
human to the natural environment – even when 
focusing on very specialised themes (such as 
teaching GIS). 
 
 

What advice would you give to someone 
wanting to go into this career? 
Geography requires you to be able to orient yourself 
in this vast array of themes that geography has to 
offer. Geography is not one of the subjects that leads 
to a particular profession. Instead you need to seek 
your own niche in the world of geography and find 
your vocation which some do struggle with at times.  
 
Geography has so much to offer – it’s what you make 
of it that matters. You must also learn to say no and to 
not let yourself be drained by the pressure that 
academia generates (not only in geography). 
I recommend looking for geography degrees that give 
insights into both human and physical geography 
rather than the more specialised degree programmes 

in either of the two lines. The full appreciation of the 
subject only every really emerges when struggling 
with understanding the chemistry of soils as much as 
with the nitty gritty for a good design of a 
questionnaire survey.  
 
In the end, try to find a niche that you feel happy and 
comfortable in rather than what you think the world of 
academia requires you to be. 
 
Be prepared for it to take a long time to have a stable 
and secure job and be ready to call it a day when you 
see that a career in academic does not work for you. 
A geographer’s advantage is to be very broad and 
flexible so that there are many other career paths out 
there.  
 

What are the opportunities for career 
progression? 
Career progression in academia requires not only 
hard (academic) work, but as much a good portion of 
luck. Senior positions in academia are limited and 
progressing requires flexibility. As for my career, I may 
have reached quite a milestone with having been 
promoted to full professor in 2019. Though where I will 
be in five years’ time I would not dare to predict. 
Academia is a fast-changing environment, and some 
tempting opportunities come very sudden and out of 
the blue, as I have experienced at several stages of 
my career. 

 
How do you maintain your knowledge and 
interest in geography outside of work? 
I guess working at university often leads to the lines 
between work and private live becoming a bit blurry. 
Being in geography means that things one does for 
fun can be easily linked to geography so that leisure 
activities actually can feed back into work. Whether 
this is designing and setting up geocaches in class, or 
travels inspiring new research project ideas. You can 
never really escape geography, especially when one 
enjoys the subject so that you become a geographer 
through and through inside and outside of work. 
 
I guess that comes with a little extra piece of advice to 
also ‘enjoy’ life outside of work and to sometimes be 
careful to maintain a degree of separation: There must 
be space for life beyond the job. 
 

Why did you choose geography? 
Initially I choose geography to add some element of 

natural sciences to my humanities studies at university 

(which I started with German and Philosophy as 

majors).  

 

Geography then captivated me so much that I 

(literally) changed course and switched to a 

Geography major and changed my minors to more 

classic geography subjects, Soil Science, Sociology, 

and Transport Studies. I think anyone who is keen on 

understanding both the human and the natural/

environmental side of our planet should go for 

geography. It provides the broadest and most 

comprehensive perspectives, and for me there is no 

more exciting subject that gives you so much choice.  

W: www.rgs.org/iamageographer 



* This interview was undertaken in 2021 and was 

correct at the time of publication. Please note that 

the featured individual may no longer be in role, 

but the profile has been kept for career pathway 

and informational purposes.  
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Dr Damien Mansell 

Senior Lecturer in Geography and GIS 

How did you get to where you are today? 

Before coming to Exeter, I gained a first class 

B.Sc Geography degree at the University of 

Sheffield (2004-2007) and then went on to 

research for a PhD at Swansea University titled 

‘Controls on the calving rate of North-West 

Svalbard glaciers’.  

As a glaciologist I have field experience in 

Greenland, Svalbard and Iceland and 

am passionate about teaching and the use of GIS 

to understand spatial data, patterns and trends. 

I gained Senior Fellowship from the Higher 

Education Academy in 2017 and have also won 

awards for my work creating web mapping apps. 

Now I'm a Senior Lecturer specialising in 

glaciology, remote sensing and Geographical 

Information Systems (GIS) and am Programme 

Director for a degree pathway that I successfully 

proposed for approval: Geography with Applied 

GIS.  

  

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get this role? 

After completing my PhD I was employed as an 

Associate Lecturer at The University of Exeter. 

What really helped me get this role was the 

teaching that I did during my PhD. In the 

geography department at Swansea I was paid an 

hourly rate to contribute to existing modules and 

courses. Although they were all geography 

modules, the subjects were sometimes outside of 

my expertise and I quickly realised that 

successful teaching was about 

encouraging students to be able to apply the 

skills that I was teaching to their own work, 

project or future job/role. 

  

What do you do as part of your job? 

My current role as Senior Lecturer involves work 

focussing on education design, delivery and 

support. I design teaching resources and teach 

them to undergraduate students. Much of this 

involves teaching students GIS skills to 

understand spatial data such as GPS recordings, 

satellite images, maps or drone photography. By 

combining datasets and applying spatial analysis 

patterns and trends, insights can be gained from 

the data that can be applied to all sorts of sectors 

from research business, government, education, 

entertainment and leisure. One of the resources 

that I am currently developing is an immersive 

environment computer game style virtual fieldtrip 

tool, which allows educators and learners to 

explore virtual environments.  

My background is in glaciology, so most years I 

have been away on fieldtrips in the Arctic Circle. 

Fieldwork has involved research from a boat in a 

Greenland Fjord surrounded by icebergs, 

measuring snow properties on glaciers in 

Svalbard from the back of snow-mobiles or taking 

students out into the field to teach them about 

climate change and the impact on Iceland and 

Svalbard ice-caps. 

Job title: Senior Lecturer in Geography and GIS 

Organisation: University of Exeter 

Location: Exeter, UK 
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What do you enjoy most about your job? 

When I get asked this question, I often find 

myself answering with my most recent project, 

since I love the evolving nature of my job. I have 

recently just finished teaching a new course 

called GIS for Professionals. This work involved 

teaching students how to apply their skills to the 

workplace. For the first assessment I set them 

the task of producing an interactive sustainability 

map and web-app of campus. The outputs 

generated amazed me and so it is such a 

rewarding job seeing students apply their skills 

so effectively and enthusiastically. 

  

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go into this career? 

Try to identify what you are passionate about and 

then try to identify how you can bring originality to 

the field. What can you do differently, what 

questions do you want to discover, what 

techniques can you evolve? 

  

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

Everything must happen somewhere and in 

geography we can better understand this by 

understanding the interactions of what is 

happening in both space and place. Complexity 

in geography can be explored in multi-

dimensions from evolving timescales, spatial 

scales and even spectrally by using scientific 

tools to explore landscapes beyond the visible 

light we see with our eyes and into, for example, 

the infrared to understand patterns and trends.  
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Emma Ballard 

Surveyor 

How did you get to where you are now?  

At school I focussed on geography with 

economics, maths and physics at A Level. After 

taking a year out to learn Mandarin in Shanghai, I 

studied for an undergraduate degree in geography 

at Durham University. Upon graduating I was 

fortunate to be accepted onto the graduate 

scheme at a big four firm to audit investment 

managers and private equity firms and train as a 

chartered accountant. Whilst the training I 

received and the exposure to clients was second 

to none, I was not excited by the day to day 

work and so after completing the three year 

accountancy training scheme I decided to move 

into the property industry. I went back to university 

to study for an MSc in Real Estate at Cass 

Business School, which helped me get my current 

position at Knight Frank. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

As a surveyor you can be involved in a variety of 

aspects of property including agency (leasing), 

investment (buying and selling), valuation and 

asset management. Commercial surveying 

involves dealing with commercial properties i.e. 

offices, warehouses and shops, instead of 

residential flats and houses. 

For two years I am completing four six month 

rotations at Knight Frank to get to know different 

areas of the property industry. This provides an 

excellent foundation for a career in property, 

giving exposure to prestigious clients and 

landmark buildings as well as providing the 

breadth of experience necessary to sit the Royal 

Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) 

Assessment of Professional Competence. 

Initially I spent time in the West End office 

leasing team where I was leasing space on 

behalf of landlords in central London, before 

joining the National Office investment team 

where I helped buy and sell offices for a variety 

of investors with a focus on South East England 

and the major cities in the UK. 

I have recently returned from a six month 

placement with the valuation team in the Knight 

Frank Paris office. In Paris, I was fortunate to 

inspect and help value a diverse range of 

properties from retail units on the Champs-

Élysées to office towers in La Défense and even 

the odd Chateaux! 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

The ability to build rapport with people and to feel 

comfortable asking challenging questions; to 

have a detailed approach to work; to be creative 

and to be able to think outside the box. 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geography teaches us to question the world 

around us and to understand how humans 

Job title: Surveyor 

Organisation: Knight Frank 

Location: London, UK (with six month placement 

in Paris, France).  
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interact with the physical and the built 

environments. 

In my work geography helps in understanding 

how the physical features (e.g. flood zone, 

geology, topography) of a location affect the 

value of property, and also allows us to 

appreciate how the national and local economies 

and demographics influence the property 

market.  

Geography is also important through the 

technical skills of map reading, measuring 

buildings and being comfortable working with 

numbers for valuation and investment work. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Talk to as many people in the industry as 

possible and try to get as much work experience 

as you can (ideally property related). Don’t be 

afraid to contact people and ask for advice or 

work experience. I think it is best to use each 

opportunity that presents itself as a new learning 

experience.  

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I am passionate about the interaction of people 

with the environment. I enjoy travel, visiting new 

places and experiencing different cultures; these 

are central to the study of geography. I think 

geography is a challenging subject which 

includes a broad range of topics and it equips 

you with a broad range of skills including team 

work and presentation skills, as well as written 

and numerical ability. There are lots of career 

options open with studying geography - I went in 

to the financial services industry initially and I am 

now working in the surveying/property industry. 
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Emma Rawlings Smith 

Transport Planning Consultant 

How did you get to where you are now? 

Prior to a career in transport planning, I was an 

educator. For over 17 years, I worked as a Head 

of Geography, teacher trainer, textbook author, A 

Level exam author and education consultant in 

schools and universities. 

In 2017, I switched careers, taking up a new role 

as a Transport Planner at AECOM, Birmingham. 

Having been involved in a range of projects over 

the last two years, including Highways England’s 

M42 Junction 6 Major Project and the Clean Air 

Zone for Birmingham City Council, I have been 

inspired to continue working to improve and 

manage our transport infrastructure in the 

Midlands region. 

I have found that many of my skills from my former 

career are transferable and having a geography 

degree was invaluable. Transferable skills include 

the ability to carry out desk-based and primary 

research, report writing and data management. I 

have still needed to invest my time and effort to 

develop technical knowledge of transport, the local 

context and national planning policy framework 

through CPD events and further research. I am 

still involved in education, mentoring a Transport 

Planning apprentice, writing A Level resources, 

completing my PhD in Geography Education and 

presenting papers on my research. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I am currently seconded into Birmingham City 

Council three days a week, where I am involved 

in the Clean Air Zone project. The secondment is 

focused on the delivery of eight Bus Priority 

Schemes along key transport corridors across 

Birmingham and involves liaising with design 

consultants, city councillors, bus operators, cycle 

stakeholders, the public and our partner in the 

scheme (Transport for West Midlands) to ensure 

delivery by January 2020. This role also involves 

writing consultation materials, reviewing 

consultation responses to inform detailed design, 

and supporting council planners to produce high-

quality work and meet deadlines. 

Back at AECOM, I spend the rest of the week on 

a range of projects. This includes writing 

development control responses to planning 

applications on behalf of Highways England, 

writing transport assessments and plans for 

developers and carrying out desk-based 

research on a range of studies. I also carry out 

invoicing and financial forecasting each month to 

ensure cash flow and support project 

management. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge?  

There are a range of skills required for transport 

planners which vary according to the particular 

project you are working on. Transport planners 

need to identify and solve problems, use models 

to create economic forecasts, analyse transport 

data from a range of sources, carry out desk-

Job title: Transport Planning Consultant 

Organisation: AECOM 

Location: Birmingham, UK 
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based research and be able to write succinct 

reports, give presentations about proposed plans 

and provide recommendations and assess 

potential options or schemes designed to solve a 

transport problem or support economic growth. 

The ability to work well in a team and collaborate 

on projects is also key. 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geography is at the core of transport planning, it 

is impossible to effectively plan for transport 

without having a good understanding of how 

people use and move through a particular place. 

Planners use and create maps for all projects. 

Locational knowledge can be used to understand 

current transport problems and future growth 

pressures and to inform decisions about 

transport proposals and options. 

 

Where might you be in five years’ time? 

I could be anywhere in the world in five years’ 

time. AECOM, and all the large consultancies, 

have offices worldwide, so moving abroad to gain 

a different type of experience is possible. I want 

to make rapid progression over the next five 

years and hope to have been promoted so that I 

am managing projects which improve peoples’ 

lives. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

There are several routes into transport planning, 

depending on the stage at which you are in your 

education. A Level students can choose an 

accredited planning degree course, which means 

that they can achieve Chartered status after a 

couple of years working in the planning sector. 

Chartership is through a number of institutions. 

So, it is worth deciding whether your focus is on 

transport, logistics, civil engineering, economics 

or urban planning before deciding on the right 

degree. 

If you have already completed a degree in a 

related discipline such as economics, geography 

or engineering, then completing a Masters in 

transport planning can provide the necessary 

qualification to become a graduate transport 

planner. I did not take either of these routes, 

instead I approached my employer directly for my 

role in transport planning. I have now got two 

years’ experience and I plan to develop my 

knowledge through CPD and technical training. 

I would probably advise graduates to think 

carefully about what aspect of planning they want 

to focus on and this should drive their choice of 

degree. Alternatively, if a degree course is not for 

them, there is now a Level 6 Apprenticeship in 

Transport Planning. With A Levels in suitable 

subjects such as geography, maths or 

economics, students can learn while on the job 

and get paid. 

 

How do you maintain your knowledge and 

interest in geography outside of work? 

Due to my background in education, I feel that it 

is important to share my knowledge of the 

subject with others. This involves presenting 

papers about my geography education research 

and sharing my knowledge about projects such 

as Birmingham’s Clean Air Zone with A Level 

students through magazine articles and subject 

update events. I also disseminate some of my 

knowledge through the Royal Geographical 

Society’s online resources. I have previously 

written Data Skills resources about Changing 

Places, introducing students to the concept of 

place, while developing mathematical and GIS 

skills.  

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose to study geography because of an 

interest in the impact of humans on the natural 

world and because I wanted to study a subject 

which was tangible as a result of my lived 

experiences. 

Viewing the world through a geographical lens 

helps geographers to see connections between 

people and places, think critically and analyse 

spatial and temporal patterns and processes. 

There has never been a more important time to 

study human-environment interactions, to turn 

our concerns about our rapidly changing climate 

and environment into action. Geography is about 

understanding the cause of issues and possible 

ways in which individuals, organisations and 

politicians can take direct action for a better 

world. 
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Hannah Frost  

Senior Catastrophe Risk Analyst 

How did you get to where you are now? 
I studied for a Geography BSc at Lancaster University, 
graduating in 2015. I have always been interested in 
geography and especially enjoyed the overlap between 
the physical process and the human behaviours and 
responses. During a natural hazards lecture at 
university the role of insurance was discussed which 
prompted me to investigate it as a potential career 
path.   
 
I focused my dissertation on the importance of 
resolution in flood modelling for insurance, which gave 
me insights into the industry and the types of modelling 
required. As part of this I did some work experience at a 
local insurance broker to gain insights from a 
commercial perspective. I also read papers from 
the Willis Research Network, which led me to apply for 
a position at Willis Re. Having grown up just outside 
London I always wanted to work in the city but never 
thought I would find a job there with such strong 
geographical themes. After an assessment centre and 
interview I was successful in getting my job as a 
Catastrophe Risk analyst. 
 
Over the next 5 years I worked on various catastrophe 
modelling projects for clients in Turkey, South Africa, 
UK, Canada and Australia. In early 2020 I moved to 
Sydney and took a position in our Sydney team.  
 
What are you responsible for?  
The primary aim of my role is to estimate how much an 
insurance company is likely to lose if a large 
catastrophe was to occur. This information helps my 

clients to define their view of risk and manage this 
through their reinsurance and other risk transfer 
mechanisms. 

In order to estimate potential losses, I utilise 
catastrophe models, which are computer programs 
that simulate various catastrophe events. They require 
information such as location, building type, 
construction and usage to inform the hazard and 
vulnerability. There is a fair amount of data 
processing, as I have to translate information about 
insured properties into model ready files, which often 
involves making assumptions based on my knowledge 
of the portfolio and the local market. 

As the output from the models is complex, I interpret 
the results and communicate to clients about my 
findings in reports and presentations. By looking at 
how the portfolio is changing over time, in terms of 
where the risks are and what type of risks are new, I 
can explain why the loss may be increasing or 
decreasing from one year to the next. 

Climate change is increasingly becoming part of my 
day to day role, with clients asking more questions 
about what it means for re/insurance. As the models 
we use are heavily reliant on past climate trends we 
have developed adjustments to the models to reflect 
the likely impact of climate change on a client’s 
portfolio, for example increasing the number of severe 
storms in Queensland. I use these to communicate 
the potential losses and feed into discussions on the 
future availability of insurance. 
 
What skills and characteristics do you need for 
this role, apart from geographical knowledge? 
A key part of being a successful catastrophe analyst is 
being able to communicate to audiences with a range 
of expertise and backgrounds. My work is used 
internally by actuaries, brokers and client managers, 
and externally by reinsurance managers, pricing 
teams, board members and C-suite which all have 
varying levels of knowledge on the specifics of 
catastrophes and modelling. Being able to understand 
what each stakeholder requires and tailoring 
responses, be it in presentation, report or email format 
is essential. 

Another key skill that I have picked up from geography 
is working with a breadth of knowledge and focusing 
on the bigger picture. Catastrophe models bring 
together concepts from statistics, engineering, 
insurance and social sciences, which means there is 
always plenty more to learn. It is important for me to 
have confidence in my work, but without necessarily 
having to know every detail. 
 

Job title: Senior Catastrophe Risk Analyst  
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How does geography feature in your work? 
Risk is inherently a function of location, be it 
earthquakes, cyclones or pandemic. Being able to 
understand the different factors which cause 
catastrophes is essential to understanding what the 
worst possible scenario could be and hence being 
able to plan and mitigate. Our clients can have 
portfolios covering policies worldwide so are 
susceptible to a range of perils, which makes 
exposure management a key priority to ensure they 
are not insuring too much in one place.   

My team uses a lot of GIS to process hazard and 
exposure data and it is a key component of our data 
visualisation. When cyclone, hail, flood or earthquake 
events occur I support my clients by overlapping the 
footprint of events with the policy information so they 
can see where is likely to be affected and channel 
recovery efforts. In general clients always love to see 
interesting maps! 

There is also the more obvious geography aspect of 
that location information is provided at a range of 
geographical scales and we have to work to 
aggregate and disaggregate data across different 
resolutions. 
 
What do you enjoy most about your job? 
One of the most enjoyable aspects of my work is how 
variable it can be – I recently travelled to do a client 
presentation on modelling concepts to their board 
which involved discussing their reinsurance 
programme, recent hail events and climate change 
impacts. Immediately after I went back to work on 
some detailed coding with a lot of problem solving, 
which involved a completely different skill set. 

I also really enjoy working on areas where vendor 
models are not available. It is our philosophy to 
understand and evaluate available models and adapt 
and build them where we think they are not suitable or 
are not available. In my previous role I managed 
projects for the Sub-Saharan Africa team, which does 
not have much commercial model coverage. This 
meant that we had to go further to understand the 
risks, working with our partners in the Willis Research 
Network to build models that fit our clients. I worked 
on developing a South Africa hail model which we 
built in collaboration with NASA and the Karlsruhe 
Institute of Technology. Knowing that we are helping 
to make catastrophe insurance available and 
affordable for developing countries is very satisfying. 
 
 
Do you get to travel for your role? 
As we deal with clients globally there is scope for 
travel to attend meetings. I have been lucky to have 
visited clients in Istanbul, Paris and recently in 
Brisbane. I also attended a conference in Berlin where 
I got to meet with others in the industry and hear 
about upcoming products from model vendors.   
 
What advice would you give to someone wanting 
to go into this career? 
I would suggest that people interested in catastrophe 
modelling in insurance and reinsurance keep up to 
date with the developments in the industry by reading 
blogs and news articles from large insurance 

companies, reinsurers and brokers, such as Willis 
Re’s Summary of Natural Catastrophe Events. Look 
out for catastrophe analyst or exposure management 
opportunities at syndicates, insurance companies and 
reinsurers. 

Being able to provide examples of working with large 
datasets and experience with programming languages 
such as python or R are also very useful. 
 
Why did you choose geography? 
Geography looks at how principles from many other 
disciplines can be applied to make sense of how the 
world works– whether it’s economics, physics, 
engineering or psychology there is always something 
new and interesting to learn! By choosing Geography 
you are equipping yourself with the knowledge and 
transferable skills to tackle any real-world problem and 
opening up yourself to range of career opportunities. 
And there’s always the fieldtrips!  
 
 
* This interview was undertaken in 2021 and was 
correct at the time of publication. Please note that 
the featured individual may no longer be in role, 
but the profile has been kept for career pathway 
and informational purposes.  
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Hayley Jenkins-Jones 

Civil Engineer 

How did you get to where you are now? 

Geography has always been a passion of mine; I 

was always going to choose geography at GCSE, 

A Level and university. My love of geography and 

the outdoors made me want to focus on a career 

that was not office based. Once I graduated, I 

successfully obtained a job with Worcestershire 

Highways, using my geographical skills in many 

aspects of highway planning and maintenance. I 

stayed with Highways for 14 years, but whilst 

working with them I gained a civil engineering 

qualification. Along with that and my geography 

degree, I finally landed my dream job with the 

Canal and River Trust as a Civil Engineer. 

Geography plays a huge role in my new position 

on the canals and, whilst working hard for the 

Trust, I am currently studying for my Masters in 

Environmental Management with GIS. I love 

working in the charitable sector and once I have 

gained my Masters, I wish to become a Chartered 

Geographer and Chartered Environmentalist. 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

I volunteered with the Canal and River Trust for 

five years at weekends whilst employed full time 

with Worcestershire Highways. I took part in 

many towpath task forces and volunteered at 

events and canal clearances. I loved volunteering 

and truly believe that it helped me gain my 

position with them. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I am part of the Asset Engineering Team, who 

are responsible for maintaining 2,000 miles of 

waterways. The team inspects, reports, and 

programmes canal maintenance work in order to 

keep the waterways open for all our customers, 

from boaters and holidays makers to businesses 

and walkers. 

My role focuses on maintaining the locks and 

canals of the West Midlands region and is very 

varied. One day I could be out walking the canal 

checking for defects, another I could be 

measuring movement in a tunnel, another 

dealing with customer enquiries or planning 

applications and the next I could be out on site 

dealing with a wall collapse. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

A love of the outdoors helps with this role, as the 

job requires you to go out on site whatever the 

weather. A grasp of engineering disciplines is 

also required as your engineering knowledge is 

tested daily with various situations. As you are 

out and about on the canals, you need to be able 

to communicate well with the public as well as 

contractors. You need to be friendly and 

approachable and be enthusiastic in your work 

as you are promoting the Trust. 

 

 

Job title: Civil Engineer 

Organisation: Canal and River Trust 
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How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geography is everywhere in the trust and it 

encompasses many environmental challenges 

that the world is facing today. We have just 

launched our latest ‘Plastics Challenge’ project 

whereby if everyone visited their local canal or 

river and picked up just one piece of plastic they 

would be clear within a year. Remember ‘life is 

better by water’. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

I enjoy the freedom my job role gives me - there 

is so much more to the job than just engineering. 

Some days I can spend all day outside on the 

canals talking to our customers, boaters, 

holidaymakers and our volunteers. 

One of the projects I am looking forward to the 

most is the Trust’s involvement with the 2022 

Birmingham Commonwealth Games. As my area 

includes Birmingham City Centre and the 

surrounding suburbs, I have been asked to help 

gather information on how the Trust can improve 

access to their canals in readiness for the 

games. The canals are the lifeblood of our 

community and we need to make them 

accessible for all to enjoy. 

 

Where might you be in five years’ time? 

In five years’ time, I hope to have progressed to 

Senior Engineer. I want to be a Chartered 

Geographer and to have started studying for my 

engineering degree, which I know the Trust will 

support. The Trust is so supportive of its staff, 

they want to bring out the best in them and help 

them on their chosen career path. I have finally 

found the right company and right career path 

and geography has given me so many skills to 

achieve this. Geography can get you anywhere. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

I would whole-heartedly encourage them. I did 

not think I would get the job that I am in now, but 

I really wanted it, so I went for it and my 

enthusiasm, hardworking attitude and the 

willingness to learn paid off. I am now in my 

dream job, focusing on more qualifications and 

professional registration, not only in the field of 

geography and environmental science, but 

engineering as well. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose geography because I love studying about 

the world. I am more a physical than human 

geographer and I am still blown away at the 

power of our planet, from hurricanes to 

volcanoes. Geography is a good subject to 

choose at any level because it has so many 

interchangeable skills that can be used in any 

career. I have a geography degree and am 

studying for a Masters in a geographical related 

subject, but that did not stop me becoming a civil 

engineer. To quote the great Michael Palin, 

‘Geography prepares you for the world of work – 

geographers, with their skills of analysis are 

highly employable.’ 
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Heather Bond 

Environment Planning Specialist 

How did you get to where you are now? 
As a Canadian citizen, I completed my BSc. in 
environmental sciences in Ontario, shortly followed by a 
move to England for a MSc. in water science, policy 
and management. I had especial interest in ecology, 
water quality, nature-based solutions, urban water/
wastewater systems and flood management. While in 
Canada, I worked for the Ontario and Canadian 
governments during the summers, collecting water 
quality samples and conducting other similar field work. 
I struggled to find work after completing my education 
but eventually took an internship with an international 
organisation in Paris. This allowed me to travel widely 
for conferences, and expand my professional network 
while helping write reports, work on communication 
strategies and organise events in the topic of water 
quality.  
 
After 1.5 years, I hoped to move back to England, and 
was offered a position with the Environment Agency in 
the Thames region as a Flood and Coastal Risk 
Management Officer. Based in Reading, I worked with 
partners and the public to help reduce flood risk for 
residents in the area, as well as reviewing planning 
applications and flood risk permits. I expanded my 
knowledge of GIS and similar mapping software to 
update flood models. The EA is a large organisation 
with many growth opportunities, so after one year in this 
role, I took on a contract position for my current role.  
 
Was there anything particularly useful that helped 
you to get into this role? 
As the advertisement was only for internal candidates, it 

was essential that I already worked for the 
Environment Agency. It is often advantageous to have 
an inter-disciplinary background, and as I was coming 
from the flood risk management side of the business, 
this was seen as beneficial to the water and land 
department, as I could bring my network and 
knowledge to improve the other side of the business. 
Previous experience with GIS as well as with water 
quality work also assisted me in securing the position.  
 
What are you responsible for?  
My current position as Environment Planning 
Specialist is part of the Thames area Integrated 
Environment Planning team. This is a small team of 
about 8 staff who work on water quality, water 
resource and planning around this. 

I coordinate the local water quality monitoring 
programme, through active engagement with internal 
partners and area leadership. This involves identifying 
high risk areas and prioritising a large number of 
monitoring needs based on available resource. This is 
done on an annual basis, with quarterly reporting and 
continual adjustment based on changes. 

I manage the local Catchment Planning System for 
Thames area to ensure the information is as up-to-
date as possible. This system is an interactive 
database of information relating to water quality such 
as reasons for poor quality in a waterbody, objectives, 
and actions to address this in order to inform planning 
decisions. This also involves answering enquiries from 
partners and the public about any data from this 
system. 

Finally, I act as the single point of contact to Thames 
Water for the Water Industry National Environment 
Programme, tracking a large number of environmental 
improvement schemes that are conducted by Thames 
Water. I review investigation schemes to ensure they 
are in line with our objectives and requirements of 
understanding why certain waterbodies are failing in 
specific elements (e.g. dissolved oxygen, phosphate). 
I also keep an eye on delivery of their improvement 
schemes to ensure these will be completed on time. 
 
What skills and characteristics do you need for 
this role, apart from geographical knowledge? 
You need to be able to work effectively independently 
(managing timelines etc) but also as a team, and be 
able to lead a team to deliver outcomes. The role 
does not require a specific knowledge-base, but 
demands a generalist approach to environmental 
planning and a coordination role of others who do 
have specialist skill-sets. 

Excellent oral and written communication are 

Job title: Environment Planning Specialist  

Organisation: Environment Agency 

Location: Wallingford, Oxfordshire 
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important as there is a lot of collaboration with others. 
It is also important to be able to manage and analyse 
large datasets, so experience in this and Excel/
Access are helpful, as well as an eye for detail. 
 
How does geography feature in your work? 
As an environmental planner, I am reviewing maps of 
the area and waterbodies daily. Use of GIS and other 
mapping software is helpful to manipulate data 
geographically and understand trends in spatial 
information. I may download shape files of aerial 
images of a location to understand erosion and 
ground cover, in order to better understand the source 
of pollutants to a river. I also may locate a sewage 
treatment work and measure the distance to a 
waterbody that is failing for phosphates to speculate if 
it could be a cause. I also use maps to define 
monitoring locations. Both physical and human 
geography play a key part in my work.  
 
What do you enjoy most about your job? 
I enjoy trying to better understand our environment 
and then working with others to try to make it better. I 
appreciate that the EA is an evidence-based 
organisation, and we make decisions based on 
proven data, so I enjoy contributing to that data-set 
and then being part of the conversation to create 
change.  
 
What advice would you give to someone wanting 
to go into this career? 
It is useful to have an understanding of physical 
environmental sciences around water quality and 
quantity. Learn how to become proficient with ArcGIS, 
Excel, Access and other similar programmes. This 
role is also about speaking up, and taking charge, so 
practice leadership and initiative.  
 
How do you maintain your knowledge and interest 
in geography outside of work? 
I love to read, and always have one fiction and one 
non-fiction book on the go. Some of my non-fiction 
focuses on nature, travel and conservation/
management. I also spend some of my spare time 
exploring my local nature, and when I do travel further 
afield, I am keen to familiarise myself with the 
environment there. I stay connected through work 
networks, and try to participate in one to two 
conferences each year.  
 
Why did you choose geography? 
I have always loved maps and understanding our 
world better, especially outside. Geography offers this 
to me in a professional setting. I am also in awe of the 
subject since it is so inter-disciplinary and requires a 
wide range of skills and knowledge. It offers potential 
to make positive impacts on our shared living space 
and contribute to a greener future. 

* This interview was undertaken in 2021 and was 
correct at the time of publication. Please note that 
the featured individual may no longer be in role, 
but the profile has been kept for career pathway 
and informational purposes.  
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John Kreft 

Senior Analyst Natural Hazards  

How did you get to where you are now? 

I studied Geography and Natural Hazard 

Management BSc (Hons) at the University of 

Chester, graduating in 2012. My undergraduate 

dissertation focused on using GIS to inform on 

future fluvial flood risk to a small 

community, using numerical modelling and a study 

into community perception of flood risk. This was 

a ‘lightbulb’ moment in my choice of career 

direction as I found the idea of using GIS to inform 

on risk of natural hazards, fascinating.   

In the summer between my 2nd and 3rd years of 

university, I undertook a placement at a local 

engineering firm WSP (then Mouchel) to get 

some experience in the workplace. Seeing the 

aptitude that I had for applying GIS to inform on 

risk (skills developed during my studies), I was 

offered a permanent graduate position four days 

into the placement. After completing my studies, I 

worked eight years with WSP in the UK, 

progressing from Graduate through to Senior 

Engineer where I led on implementing 

infrastructure strategy for wastewater assets in 

multiple UK water companies. I had project and 

financial management responsibilities, as well as 

being a mentor and line manager 

to numerous junior colleagues. In 2018 I became 

a Certified FME Professional in the software 

Feature Manipulation Engine (FME) and I 

recently achieved professional recognition as a 

Chartered Geographer (GIS), both of which were 

influential in reaching my current role as Senior 

Analyst Natural Hazards for WSP in New 

Zealand.   

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

I am very fortunate to have had many great 

opportunities to aid my continuing professional 

development (CPD) which have all helped me 

get to where I am today. I attribute two 

secondments that I have undertaken in my 

career to date, as significant positive influences 

on my CPD. The first was a long-

term secondment into Severn Trent’s tactical 

asset planning team, which helped me to rapidly 

improve my client relation skills and my 

infrastructure strategy knowledge. The 

second was a short-term secondment to WSP 

in New Zealand to contribute to and 

enhance their water infrastructure strategy 

capabilities. During this time, I successfully 

demonstrated the power of using GIS to inform 

on natural hazards risk and I was offered a 

chance to return in a permanent capacity the 

following year to take up a position in the risk and 

resilience team, working directly with natural 

hazard management.   

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I am a Senior Analyst specialising in natural 

hazards in the Risk and 

Resilience team operating primarily across the 

transport and water disciplines to provide expert 

advice on infrastructure resilience. A large part of 

my role is to develop WSPs in New 

Zealand’s capability to help government 

agencies, local authorities and other clients 

Job title: Senior Analyst Natural Hazards 

Organisation: WSP 

Location: Christchurch, New Zealand 
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manage geohazards effectively and 

efficiently, using GIS and data science. As my 

role is so varied, there is no such thing as a 

typical week, which is great as it keeps 

it so interesting. A significant achievement in this 

role to date is the development of 

an automated geohazard management system to 

assess real-time rockfall risk to Waka Kotahi’s 

(New Zealand’s Transport Agency) and 

KiwiRail’s transport infrastructure, in the wake of 

the 2016 Kaikōura earthquake. To progress this 

further, I have created mobile apps to facilitate 

the capturing of rockfall data for network 

contractors, which will help the ongoing 

calibration of the geohazard risk system. Another 

part of this role requires me to look for new ways 

to inform on natural hazard risk and exploring 

new data sources to facilitate this.   

  

I also have a second responsibility within WSP in 

New Zealand which is to lead the growth 

of our national FME capability, which is a role I 

enjoy very much as it allows me to engage with 

all parts of the business, helping colleagues to 

incorporate data science into their operations.   

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Using geographical knowledge to assess risk 

to communities and infrastructure that natural 

hazards pose is only part of my job. I have found 

that creativity is a very 

valuable characteristic when 

communicating risks to stakeholders, 

with varying levels of GIS appreciation. I have 

found that there is significant power in simplicity, 

therefore it is very important to be able 

to exercise restraint when consolidating 

geospatial data to create communicative 

maps, as often the message can be lost in the 

detail. Using data to advise on natural hazards 

risk also requires me to be statistically 

adept to identify 

trends and make informed decisions.     

Being resilient and to have the ability to adapt are 

also important characteristics to have, 

especially in a country where exposure to natural 

hazards is a part of everyday life.  

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geography is fundamental to my work and 

forms the foundation for what I am striving to 

achieve, which is to help New Zealand become 

increasingly resilient to the many natural hazards 

that it faces. Knowledge of geography’s 

key concepts – time, scale and place – applied 

to geospatial technologies to assess and 

communicate risk, is simply essential.    

What do you enjoy most about your job? OR 

What is the most interesting or enjoyable project 

you’ve worked on, and why?  

 

What do I enjoy most about my job?  

I am fortunate enough to work in a field which is 

directly related what I studied at university and to 

do so in a country as exposed to natural hazards 

as New Zealand. Through my job I am 

contributing to ensuring the safety of people and 

the infrastructure they interact with which leads to 

significant job satisfaction. To achieve this, I am 

afforded the freedom to be creative in how I 

communicate my messages of risk and 

resilience.  

 

Do you get to travel for your role?  

My role is a national one and I am lucky enough 

to engage with a variety of colleagues 

and clients across New Zealand about the 

applications of GIS to natural hazard 

management.   

As part of my experience in the water sector I 

have also visited colleagues across the Tasman 

Sea in Brisbane, Australia to 

share my knowledge and experience of 

infrastructure strategy. Looking forward, in 2021 I 

will be travelling further afield to Vancouver, 

Canada to deliver a technical paper at the FME 

User Conference on the use of GIS to inform 

geohazard risk in NZ.  

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go into this career?  

Do not be afraid to take risks and make 

mistakes. It’s how we grow and learn as 

professionals and as people. It makes us more 

resilient to future change and difficult situations.   

 

If you want to go into a career 

involving geographic information, then my advice 

would be to make the most of the vast and 

increasing amounts of open source data that is 

available. 
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There are plenty of free online learning packag-

es out there. Learn by doing and you will reap 

the rewards. Whatever your chosen vocation, be 

proud to be a geographer! Despite the light-

hearted jokes from my friends at university say-

ing I was doing a degree in colouring in, I am 

very proud to be a geography graduate and even 

more so that it is now central to my professional 

career. The knowledge of colouring in certainly 

helps with making maps.  

How do you maintain your knowledge and 

interest in geography outside of work?  

Generally, I try to ensure I 

am regularly learning something new, whether 

that be through taking free online GIS cours-

es to keep up with advancements in the 

field, listening to relevant podcasts or do-

ing some reading around a geographical subject 

that caught my attention that week. I find that 

social media, particularly Twitter and LinkedIn, is 

a great source of information for learning 

about global developments in the field of geogra-

phy and GIS.   

Living and working in New Zealand allows me to 

truly appreciate the wonder and power of plate 

tectonics. The resulting extreme landscapes 

make very good playgrounds for running, cycling 

and hiking. Hearing the rumble 

of an earthquake before feeling the ground liter-

ally move beneath you certainly gets the adrena-

line pumping and helps understand the differ-

ences between a P-wave and an S-Wave!  

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? Simply, I chose 

geography because I enjoyed it the most at 

school, helped by an enthusiastic and very pas-

sionate teacher. I found the study of the basic 

physical geographical systems, such 

as geomorphology and the processes of natural 

hazards, fascinating. This interest progressed 

into learning how to read and curate maps, ulti-

mately leading me to my passion for GIS today.   

Why should others choose geography?  

As geographers, we explore the physical proper-

ties of the Earth’s surface and our interactions 

with it, so the potential career paths accessi-

ble to us are truly vast in quantity and varie-

ty. My advice is to do whatever makes you hap-

py. Studying and practicing geography certainly 

makes me happy.  

 

W: www.rgs.org/geographyprofessionals  



Katie Boon 

Technical Advisor for Flood and Coastal 
Risk Asset Management 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I chose to study Physical Geography at Durham 

University. I never intended to get a job in a sector 

relating to geography, however, throughout my 

degree I became more open and excited to the 

idea of seeing where geography could take me in 

the work place. 

After university I applied to the Environment 

Agency, not really knowing what it involved but felt 

I had nothing to lose. A year and a half later, I had 

embraced the work and training available and was 

successful in gaining a promotion and the 

opportunity to undertake a part time Master’s in 

Flood and Coastal Engineering over two years. I 

have just completed my first year and hope to 

have successfully achieved the degree by next 

September. This will assist me in obtaining 

another qualification with the Chartered Institution 

of Water and Environmental Management 

(CIWEM). 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

The North Kent Asset Performance Team 

focuses on the life cycle of flood risk assets, 

including earth embankments, seawalls, pumping 

stations, flood storage reservoirs and control 

structures that are located on main river 

watercourses within the North Kent catchment 

area. Our team undertakes regular assessments 

of the condition of these assets to enable us to 

identify, plan and commission works.  

My responsibilities are very varied and include: 

identifying and bidding for future works; project 

management; maintaining close relationships 

with all internal teams, consulting prior to works 

and taking action to enhance knowledge on all 

environmental aspects that require attention; 

responding to Flood Risk Activity Permits 

(FRAP); using ArcGIS software to visually 

present projects; and proactively engaging with 

significant stakeholders. 

Alongside this I am also a Category 1 Responder 

as a Flood Incident Duty Officer which involves 

providing 24/7 flood support every six weeks, 

utilising software to monitor rain and tide levels to 

aid quick and effective decision making. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Project works require clear communication 

between multiple internal Environment Agency 

teams and with external stakeholders. Good 

organisational skills are also essential for 

effective project management as funding for 

projects are restricted to one financial year. 

Prioritising projects requires strong decision 

making skills, and this can be tested when you 

are dealing with an incident response, where the 

decisions you make could impact the damage 

caused to properties as a result of a flood event. 

Leadership is also important to have when 

chairing meetings, organising events or 

delivering training. 

Job title: Technical Advisor for Flood and 

Coastal Risk Asset Management 

Organisation: Environment Agency 

Location: Tonbridge, Kent. UK 

W: www.rgs.org/iamageographer 



How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

The geographical knowledge I gained during 

university has become critical in informing my 

decision making when carrying out an incident 

response. It has also given me a holistic 

understanding on a range of aspects including 

biodiversity, groundwater and geomorphological 

processes. 

The field skills I gained while studying geography 

have transferred to my current role, especially 

during site visits. I also regularly use GIS to 

present the different types of works we are 

delivering to the assets in the North Kent 

Catchment, and it is a very useful tool for 

modelling and providing a visual form of 

communication to external stakeholders. 

 

What is the most interesting or enjoyable 

project you’ve worked on, and why? 

The greatest opportunity that was opened up to 

me is my involvement with the Thames Estuary 

Asset Management 2100 (TEAM2100) team. 

This was formed as a result of the Thames 

Estuary 2100 Strategy, which focuses on 

managing tidal flood risk in the Thames estuary 

to the end of the century and beyond. 

The plan is trying to overcome one of the 

greatest challenges that we face in flood risk 

management; climate change. It is incredibly 

interesting to understand in detail how we have 

determined flood risk management decision 

pathways for the next 100 years, including 

factors such as the future required defence levels 

and timings for intervention. I find it a privilege to 

be involved in such an important strategy and to 

know that I am assisting in making a difference to 

protecting London in the future. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

1. Don’t become fixated on graduate roles.   

Be open minded to all opportunities and don’t 

feel you have to get a graduate role because that 

is what people do when they leave university. 

Explore different routes to understand what you 

think may suit you. If I had narrowed myself to 

just graduate jobs, I would not be in the role I am 

today. 

2. Understand the needs of the career you want 

to pursue (if you know this in your final year). 

I had no interest in staying at university to study a 

Master’s as I was ready for a routine job and 

earning my own money. However, I did soon find 

that many of the jobs I was applying for were 

mainly focusing on sustainability which 

unfortunately often required a Master’s. As a 

result I got rejected from a lot of places. I learnt 

that if you do know what you want to specialise 

in, it is worth investing time into exploring 

whether a Master’s is likely to be necessary. 

3. Accept rejection and make the most of it. 

It is almost inevitable that you will receive some 

rejection when applying for jobs. My advice is to 

look at this positively and use it to your 

advantage. Do everything you can to contact the 

interviewers to gather feedback on your 

performance. This will give you the information 

you need to go in more confidently next time…

and it might just land you your dream job. 
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Layla Batchellier 

Communications and Engagement 
Manager 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I studied A Level biology, chemistry, maths and 

geography (with an A/S level in French). During 

my studies, I enjoyed learning about the natural 

environment, and developed a strong interest in 

understanding the impact of past and future 

climate change(s). This led me to enrol in an 

integrated masters in Geography (MSci) at 

Durham University. My module choices allowed 

me to focus on glaciology, reconstructing past 

environments and oceanography. Having the 

additional year as an undergraduate, to gain the 

masters qualification, meant I had the opportunity 

to specialise in a chosen independent research 

topic, whilst expanding my knowledge and skills in 

other areas of geography through taught modules 

and coursework. 

After graduating, I began working in the 

Communications Team at British Antarctic Survey 

(BAS) as the Digital Communications and 

Engagement Officer. Whilst in this post I gained 

valuable press office and science 

communications experience. This led me to be 

put forward for a promotion to my current position 

at British Antarctic Survey. 

  

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

During my third year at university, the Senior 

Science Communications Manager at British 

Antarctic Survey gave a talk, in which I asked her 

how I could gain experience required to find a 

role in science communication. Following this, I 

was offered the opportunity to undertake an eight 

week summer work experience placement in the 

Communications Team at British Antarctic 

Survey. My primary task was to evaluate the 

organisations social media channels and make 

recommendations for the future. This gave me an 

insight into roles within the sphere of science 

communication, and provided me with science 

communication and press office experience. 

During this placement I made connections with 

the team and this enabled me to contact them for 

advice when looking for jobs during my final year 

of university.   

  

What do you do as part of your role? 

In this role my main responsibilities include: 

 Event delivery to mark major construction 

milestones in the project 

 Write and update copy about the new polar 

ship, for online, media and public 

engagement 

 Digital communications about the new 

polar research vessel for Britain via social 

media and e-newsletters for stakeholders 

 Co-ordinate British Antarctic Survey's 

contribution to the cross-government "Year 

of Engineering" campaign 

 Support public engagement campaigns for 

the RRS Sir David Attenborough across the 

UK 

Job title: Communications and Engagement 

Manager  

Organisation: British Antarctic Survey 

Location: Cambridge, UK 
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This job is very varied and regular tasks include: 

 Writing news stories, press releases 

and web content about BAS science and 

operations. For example, promoting results 

from recently published research papers, 

fieldwork activities and major project 

progress 

 Managing social media content for official 

BAS channels 

 Identifying public and stakeholder 

engagement opportunities and planning 

then co-ordinating these events 

 Setting up interviews with journalists and 

broadcasters and briefing staff for 

interviews/media comments 

 Monitoring and evaluating team outputs – 

seeing how our campaigns and news 

stories are performing and reporting results 

upwards to senior staff 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge?  

 Strong written and verbal communication – 

converting complex scientific concepts and 

results into plain language for non-

specialist audiences 

 Creativity – thinking of how to generate 

engaging web and social media content 

from the photographs and video footage we 

receive 

 Data analysis – recording the impact of 

team outputs i.e. how much media 

coverage a press release achieved or how 

many engagements the BAS social media 

posts achieve each month 

 Team work 

 Balancing priorities and time management 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Although I don’t work within research/academia, 

my job is a great way to stay in touch with 

geography and climate science while developing 

different skills and sharing the results with a 

range of non-specialist audiences. I 

communicate the work of scientists, engineers 

and support staff who are helping to further our 

knowledge of the polar regions and so my 

geographical knowledge is useful for translating 

research papers into plain language. 

  

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Take the opportunity to read how science stories 

are reported in different outlets. Practice writing 

scientific research in plain language and make 

sure you have examples that you can bring with 

you to an interview. Make the most of any 

opportunity to be involved in communicating 

science, for example, volunteer at events 

explaining science to the public or take part in 

schools talks (e.g. the RGS-IBG 

Geography Ambassadors programme). 

  

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose geography because of my interest in 

environmental science and climate change. It 

gave me the opportunity to pursue my academic 

passion and explore environments through 

fieldwork. Geography teaches valuable 

transferable skills required for a huge range of 

roles, such as team work, presentation skills, 

project planning and management and it 

encompasses a broad range of topics so you can 

specialise in many different areas, it’s a very 

flexible subject. You gain a more holistic view of 

global issues, compared to some more traditional 

subjects. 
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Lynn Arthurs 

Associate/Project Manager 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I graduated in Geography (with a Diploma in Area 

Studies) from the University of Ulster in 1997.  I 

chose geography purely because I enjoyed the 

subject and was good at it.  At the time, I didn’t 

know what career it would lead me to and I 

continued to work in the hospitality industry during 

my degree course and for a while afterwards.  I 

was successful in getting on the Rapid 

Advancement programme with BICS Systems in 

Belfast following my degree.  This was an intense 

one year IT programme for non-IT graduates and 

allowed me to achieve a number of Microsoft 

qualifications.  This course really pushed me out of 

my comfort zone and made me think of combining 

IT with geography as a career through 

Geographical Information Systems.  

In 2000, I applied to Parkman (now WSP) for a 

GIS role and in the interview, discovered that they 

were trying to set up a new Lands team in Belfast 

to help support the delivery of a road scheme 

which straddled both the Northern Ireland and 

Ireland jurisdictions.  I accepted the role and 

spent the first summer out on site meeting 

landowners around the Ring of Gullion AONB 

which was amazing!  

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I initially started as a Land Referencer/Consultant 

undertaking site visits, visiting landowners and 

interviewing them regarding the finer details on 

the land, how they use it, what rights exist etc. 

and recording and processing the information in 

our GIS and Database systems.  This progressed 

over the years to become a Referencing 

Manager overseeing the production of statutory 

orders.  As I progressed technically, I then 

became more exposed to the business 

management and commercial side of the 

business, becoming a Team Leader of our NI 

and Scotland teams. I am now a Team Leader 

for the Land Referencing business across the UK 

and Ireland (200+ people), delivering technically 

on projects throughout the regions and having a 

particular focus/placing emphasis on the ‘People’ 

element of our business. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

You need to be able to question and highlight 

potential issues/risks, have an excellent eye for 

detail and place great focus on quality.  Being a 

team player is really important as there are so 

many people involved in bringing infrastructure 

schemes through the necessary statutory 

procedures.  The momentum and excitement of 

being part of a team effort is still something that 

really drives me today.  Interacting with people 

and the public is also key, as well as being 

sensitive to landowner issues as they try to 

accept how schemes may impact their lives.  

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 
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Geographers have an interest in the world 

around them and have a questioning mind.  This 

means that they are good observers, 

researchers, are good at recording data and 

highlighting patterns and issues.  They also have 

an interest in people and how they interact with 

their surroundings.  All of these strengths mean 

that they can approach a particular challenge in a 

positive way and try to understand how best to 

resolve it.  A knowledge of lands and rights, land 

use and agriculture, the planning process and 

environmental management all help contribute to 

an individual asking the right questions and 

taking a holistic approach on how scheme 

developments can impact people and what 

factors need to be considered and mitigated for. 

 

What is the most interesting project you’ve 

worked on? 

The A5WTC project in Northern Ireland was such 

a fantastic opportunity to work alongside a multi-

disciplinary team of engineers - roads, drainage, 

pavement engineers, structural engineers, 

environmental engineers, ecologists, landscape, 

acoustics, geotechnical, water quality experts – it 

gave a real insight into what needs to be 

considered when planning a significant 

infrastructure project. 

 

Do you get to travel for your role? 

When I first started as a graduate Land 

Consultant, I would travel to sites throughout 

Ireland and NI to talk to landowners who were 

impacted by scheme developments and I also 

travelled to our offices in Scotland and England 

to assist on other infrastructure projects.  Now 

that we have better technology and systems in 

place to manage our land information and GIS 

data we are encouraged to use Skype and video 

conferencing more, so when I travel now, it is 

more to do with business management and our 

people. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go into this career? 

A placement is a great opportunity - even over 

the summer months. A consultancy may also 

give you an opportunity to start working in a 

specific team but also be exposed to other 

environmental teams - so do not feel that you 

have to make up your mind now on what 

specialist area you want to move in to. 
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Matthew Morton 

Sustainability Consultant 

How did you get to where you are now?  

I studied BSc Environmental Geography at the 

University of York. During that time I volunteered 

as a Green Impact Auditor, and undertook a two 

month internship at the Stockholm Environment 

Institute (on the York campus). After graduating I 

decided to apply for a MSc in Sustainability and 

Consultancy at the University of Leeds, and in the 

interim worked in a few retail jobs to save up for 

my fees/living costs. As part of my MSc, in the 

third semester, I undertook a three month 

placement within Arup’s Leeds and Manchester 

offices working for its infrastructure team to carry 

out a research project for my thesis. Towards the 

end of my placement I applied for a separate role 

in Arup’s Sustainable Building Design team in 

London, and was successful.  

 

What do you do as part of your role?  

I’m currently working in Arup's Sustainability team, 

within its Building Engineering group in London. 

Broadly my role involves supporting clients with 

achieving their sustainability aspirations – either 

through their own internal targets, developing 

more bespoke corporate or master plan 

strategies and delivering third party ratings such 

as BREEAM, LEED and WELL. I work in a multi-

disciplinary office preparing sustainability 

assessments in coordination with the 

sustainability team as well as internal and 

external architects, engineers, contractors and 

clients for projects across a wide range of 

markets. A typical week could involve attending 

meetings with project teams to discuss progress 

and actions, getting in touch with team members 

to ask for inputs for the assessments, writing 

reports and collecting or validating evidence, and 

delivering sustainability vision workshops to get 

different disciplines engaged in the subject. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge?  

Strong communication skills are key – the role 

demands an ability to communicate what is 

required, in what format and when by different 

disciplines in a clear and concise manner. It also 

requires a level of persuasion to encourage 

people to go above and beyond what is required. 

There is also a high level of creativity involved in 

how to approach different sustainability issues, 

assessing different approaches to projects with 

varying needs and budgets. Project management 

skills are also imperative as there is a high level 

of responsibility very early on in this career path.  

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geography doesn’t explicitly feature in my work, 

although studying geography did equip me with a 

broad way of thinking and an appreciation for a 

systems thinking approach. This is particularly 

important in my role as I’m working on projects 

with many disciplines, so having a basic 
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appreciation of their viewpoints is valuable. 

What do you enjoy most about your job?  

I enjoy the variety of my work. I’m often working 

on between five to seven projects at the same 

time, at different scales and stages of 

development, across different markets. This 

means I’m able to gain an appreciation for many 

different sustainability issues and their 

associated challenges and opportunities. I 

recently worked on closing out a sustainability 

assessment for an iconic skyscraper in Central 

London, which involved a site visit where I got to 

see the specific interventions working to 

contribute to reducing the building’s 

environmental impact. Having a tangible output is 

a very satisfying aspect of the role. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Always look for opportunities to gain relevant 

industry experience - this doesn’t have to be at a 

company, for instance if your university course 

involves team working on small projects. Being 

able to demonstrate times when you’ve applied 

your knowledge and understanding is very 

valuable, and experiencing working in teams – 

especially multi-disciplinary ones – is hugely 

beneficial.  

 

How do you maintain your knowledge and 

interest in geography outside of work?  

I’m a member of the Institute of Environmental 

Management and Assessment (IEMA) which 

means I receive a copy of its Transform 

magazine every month which keeps me in the 

loop with everything that’s going on in the 

industry. Beyond that, I’m an avid watcher of 

documentaries which have a geography focus, 

and I also love to travel and get out in nature. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose geography at an early age based on my 

interest in the natural world. The growing issue 

and narrative around climate change fostered my 

interest and pushed me into the field of 

sustainability – which has opened up a broad 

range of opportunities. In the efforts to tackle 

climate change, having people who understand a 

broad range of issues and apply holistic, systems 

thinking is incredibly useful as the solutions that 

are required involve many disciplines that are 

inextricably linked.  
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Nick Richardson - 

Technical Principal in Integrated Transport 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I have been involved with transport since graduating 
with a Geography degree and completing an MA in 
Regional Planning.  However, government became 
unfriendly towards the planning profession which 
eliminated opportunities for new entrants.  Instead I 
worked as a bus driver for three years before moving to 
Bedfordshire County Council to take up transport 
planning.  This required a broad understanding of the 
county’s geography and transport networks.  I 
expanded this by moving to Hampshire County Council 
with a much wider variety of places and transport 
problems.  In doing so, I progressed to a more senior 
role with involvement in the County Structure Plan 
Review i.e. land use planning to frame Local Plans and 
to manage transport initiatives in several parts of the 
county including the historic city of Winchester, the 
more recent but growing area of Basingstoke and south 
Hampshire with its coastal geography within and 
between Portsmouth and Southampton.  Having 
worked with local authorities for 14 years, I moved to 
the private sector with MVA Consultancy and then Mott 
MacDonald, providing advice on a wide range of 
transport issues.  In addition to the experience I gained 
previously, I provide specialist advice on passenger 
transport systems.  I have always been involved with 
professional organisations and have had many roles 
including a term as Chair of the Transport Planning 
Society and key roles with other organisations.  

 

What are you responsible for?  
 
My project work varies and can involve determining 
transport strategies for specific areas, identifying links 
with sustainability and responding to different travel 
demands in a variety of contexts from development 
areas in the UK and beyond.  As a passenger 
transport specialist, I advise on bus network 
improvements, bus rapid transit and light rail options.  
A key element is making the connections between 
geographies and transport through land use 
decisions, transport networks and wider influences 
such as economic structures and the need for 
sustainability.  Understanding the contexts is critical to 
implementing the right solutions and what may be a 
perfect fit for one location will not be appropriate in 
others.  Over the past year I have advised on 
proposals to create more walking space in a major city 
centre and the effect this would have on bus routes, 
considering a monitoring framework for rural and 
urban bus services, advised an independent panel on 
public transport options in south east Wales and 
evaluated bus infrastructure.  Currently I am working 
within a multi-disciplinary team to determine access 
options to a National Park and advising on creating a 
coherent bus network in part of Malaysia.  

What skills and characteristics do you need 
for this role, apart from geographical 
knowledge? 

An ability to communicate is essential.  Clarity is 
needed within large project teams, other advisors and 
clients which can involve individuals, businesses, local 
authorities and government agencies.  Dealing with 
politicians is especially important and requires 
experience.  Leadership is also important and I try to 
stay up to date in ever-changing scenarios and to 
support colleagues as they progress both in technical 
capabilities and in building their individual profile.  I 
present at events and conferences and have 
presented evidence to the House of Commons 
Transport Committee and its equivalent in Wales. 

How does geography feature in your work? 
 

Transport is a core element of geography, linking 
places and moving people and goods in various 
spatial and temporal contexts.  Understanding the 
interactions continues to elude some decision-makers; 
this results in inappropriate planning decisions such 
as creating large housing developments with poor 
accessibility and building roads that are not 
necessary.  Positive decisions require imagination and 
innovation, drawing together geography, planning and 
transport with lasting outcomes that benefit 
individuals’ wellbeing, the business community and 
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social cohesion such as supporting a population of 
mixed age structures, incomes and opportunities.  
Creating more sustainable transport is an important 
contribution to addressing emissions and climate 
change. 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 
 
I have a variety of work, often with two or more 
projects in parallel.  Determining solutions to difficult 
problems requires a good grip on the basic principles, 
for example access options for rural communities, 
dealing with the pressures of urbanisation and 
understanding why and how people make travel 
decisions. 
 

What are the opportunities for career 
progression and where might you be in 5 
years? 
 
Transport always provides career opportunities in 
central or local government and related agencies, in 
consultancy or for the charity sector.  It is possible to 
build your profile over time and gain accreditation and 
experience along the way, particularly through getting 
involved outside day-to-day work through professional 
networks.  Developing a specialism is also useful. 

 
How do you maintain your knowledge and 
interest in geography outside of work? 
 
Transport is all around us!  Being a consumer of 
transport as a bus, tram or train passenger, car driver 
or simply walking or cycling is invaluable to appreciate 
the pluses and minuses of travel options. 

Why did you choose geography? 

Geography is a core subject that provides a sound 
basis for subsequent work.  In my case, this led to 
planning and transport planning, widening my 
understanding of how people and contexts interact.  It 
has provided insight into travel behaviours and 
infrastructure requirements. 

 

* This interview was undertaken in 2021 and was correct at the 

time of publication. Please note that the featured individual 

may no longer be in role, but the profile has been kept for 

career pathway and informational purposes.  
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Oli Burns 

Geomorphology Advisor (Coasts & Estuaries) 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I fell in love with geography – in particular 
physical geography – at school thanks to 
some inspirational teaching, an innate love of 
the outdoors and a particular fascination with 
changing landscapes, before applying to study 
the subject at the University of Portsmouth. 
Whilst at Portsmouth, I discovered 
geomorphology as a discipline which 
encapsulated much of what I loved about 
geography, and developed a strong interest in 
coastal geomorphology in particular. Keen to 
apply my interest to a career in coastal 
management, I went on to study for an MSc in 
Coastal & Marine Resource Management at 
Portsmouth, and whilst completing this course 
I successfully applied to join the Environment 
Agency’s new Geomorphology Technical 
Service as a coastal specialist covering East 
Anglia and Lincolnshire. The role afforded me 
the chance to work on a variety of projects, 
helping ensure they work with natural 
processes. 
 
In 2015 I was seconded to Natural England as 

Senior Specialist – Coastal Geomorphology. 
As the lead geomorphologist in the 
organisation, my job was to advise on the 
most complex and contentious conservation 
issues in England, including high profile 
beach management plans and major 
infrastructure projects. 
 
Shortly after completing my secondment and 
returning the EA in 2016, I was promoted to 
my current role in the National 
Geomorphology Team. I am the coasts and 
estuaries lead for the team, advising on 
complex casework all around the country and 
acting as a leader for the discipline within the 
organisation. 
 

What do you do as part of your role? 
As the coasts and estuaries lead in the 
national geomorphology team at the 
Environment Agency, my primary 
responsibilities are: 
To act as a senior national specialist 
providing technical support to colleagues 
working on the most complex and 
demanding casework around the English 
coast.  
 
To develop and steer policies, strategies and 
guidance at a national level, ensuring the EA 
and our partners apply geomorphology to our 
work at the coast.  
 
The job is hugely diverse, and in any given 
week my time may be divided between 
providing detailed technical advice to support 
major projects (e.g. I’ve worked on a number 
of nuclear power station developments), 
helping to develop national strategies which 
shape the Environment Agency’s corporate 
objectives for the environment and risk 
management, steering research and 
development initiatives to ensure we have 
the evidence needed to support our work, 
and helping to train and mentor colleagues. 
Some of this involves me getting out on site, 
and some involves spending time in the 
office or travelling to meetings around the 
country (or very occasionally abroad). 
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What skills and characteristics do you 
need for this role, apart from 
geographical knowledge? 
Communication skills – both written and oral 
– are key. Geomorphology is a complex 
discipline which can be difficult for non-
specialists to understand, so I have to ensure 
that I can communicate in a manner which is 
accessible to the intended audience, without 
compromising on scientific accuracy and 
rigour. In my current role, it is also 
particularly important to be able to build and 
maintain relationships with key partners, and 
provide effective leadership for the subject of 
coastal geomorphology. 
 
What do you enjoy most about your job?  
My main motivation professionally is to 
improve things for people and the 
environment, and I’m extremely fortunate to 
have the opportunity to use a science about 
which I’m passionate to try and do just that. 
Working with amazing colleagues to try and 
find solutions to complex challenges is both 
mentally stimulating and hugely rewarding. 
 
Was there anything particularly useful 
that helped you get into this role?  
At its heart, geomorphology is a field-based 
discipline, and the opportunity to get outside 
and expand on what you learn in the 
classroom is essential. I was lucky enough to 
attend a range of amazing field visits at 
university, which provided me with 
experience applying my learning, and 
broadened my knowledge of practical issues 
associated with managing dynamic 
coastlines. As well as being great fun, this 
experience which proved extremely useful 
when applying for my first professional 
geomorphology role.  
 
Do you get to travel for your role? 
I’m often required to attend site visits to 
examine particular issues at locations around 
the English coast. In my career to date I’m 
lucky enough to have visited sites on just 
about all of our major coastlines, from the 
sandy beaches and dunes of 
Northumberland and Cumbria in the north, 
Yorkshire’s cliffs and the low lying fenlands 
of Lincolnshire and Norfolk, to Suffolk’s 
heathlands, the muddy estuaries of Essex, 
the distinctive gravel beaches of the south 
coast and Cornwall’s rocky cliffs and surfer 
spots.  
I’ve also been particularly fortunate to work 

on a couple of projects which have afforded 
me the opportunity to travel internationally, 
including attending meetings and 
conferences in Italy, Spain, The Netherlands, 
Germany and the USA. Travelling to 
California to join an international team of 
experts developing guidance on working with 
nature in flood and erosion risk management 
is a particular highlight, and included the 
opportunity for some amazing site visits. I 
adore England’s beaches, but watching sea 
otters play in the Pacific kelp beds whilst 
pelicans flew overhead was a special 
moment. 
 
How does geography feature in your 
work/what difference does it make? 
Geomorphology is the science of the land 
itself, and how people and wildlife interact 
with changing landforms. In my (admittedly 
biased) opinion, that’s the essence of 
geography distilled! 
 
What advice would you give to someone 
wanting to go into this career? 
Take as many opportunities to get out on site 
and see geography in action as you can! 
Practical knowledge of real world application 
of the subject is key, alongside technical 
understanding. If geomorphology is your 
thing, it’s also worth joining the British 
Society for Geomorphology to keep up to 
speed with the latest research and network 
with likeminded professionals and students. 
I would also encourage you to think about 
contacting people in the industry, or 
researchers doing work which you’re 
particularly interested in. You’ll generally find 
that if people are passionate about what they 
do, they’ll happily share their knowledge and 
experience with you, or point you in the 
direction of helpful resources. You may even 
end up in their thoughts when they next look 
to recruit or set up placement opportunities. 
 
What are the opportunities for career 
progression? 
The Environment Agency is a large 
organisation with a very broad remit, so the 
opportunities are numerous. Since coasts 
and estuaries are my passion, I hope to 
continue develop as a leader for those 
environments within the organisation and 
beyond, particularly on the subjects of risk 
management and conservation. 
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How do you maintain your knowledge and 
interest in geography outside of work? 
A combination of travelling and seeing new 
parts of the world myself, as well as reading 
and watching relevant films or TV shows. 
 
Why did you choose geography? 
Geography is the study of places, and how 

people interact with them and each other. 

That means it encompasses just about all of 

the world’s major issues. From climate 

change, hazard management, and the 

biodiversity crisis, to pandemic response and 

global conflicts, geographers will be central 

to efforts to overcome many of our greatest 

challenges. It has never been more important 

for people to study and understand 

geography than it is right now. 

 

* This interview was undertaken in 2021 

and was correct at the time of publication. 

Please note that the featured individual 
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Olivia Heininger  

Solicitor  

(Planning and Compulsory Purchase team) 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I studied Geography at Cambridge having done science 
A levels with Geography. Cambridge offers a range of 
modules so I did both human and physical geography 
through all three years of my degree. 

In the summer holidays during my time at Cambridge I 
got some work experience at the European Parliament, 
working in the Brussels office of the MEP for my local 
area (south west). It was an amazing experience and 
helped me to understand what I am interested in. I think 
legislation and statutes are really interesting (I know, 
sounds strange) so being present whilst they were 
being written was very engaging. 

Coming up to graduation I applied for vacation schemes 
and after attending one of those I was offered a job at 
the firm where I now work. I then chose to defer my 
place as I was offered the chance to work back in 
Brussels for 9 months. After working in the same MEP’s 
office I then chose to stay in Brussels for an additional 3 
months and got an internship at a Public Relations 
Agency (Weber Shandwick) working in corporate 
communications around food and sustainability. 

After a year in Brussels I was back in the UK and 
studying the law conversion course (GDL) and the LPC 
before starting my two year training contract at Burges 
Salmon.  
 

What do you do as part of your role? 
As a junior in the team I work on a very wide range of 
matters. The idea is to build up experience of all the 
different types of work the team does over the first few 
years (there’s a lot to cover!). 

Some projects I have are very long-term – I’ll be 
working on them for years. These include large 
infrastructure projects like offshore wind farms. I help 
more senior lawyers advise our clients on these types 
of projects which mainly involves research and 
drafting advice. I also get involved in preparing or 
reviewing the planning documents that become part of 
the application for planning permission for these 
projects. 

Other work I have lasts for a few months. This 
includes ‘contentious’ planning work – i.e. going to 
court or planning inquiries and also involves preparing 
documents as well as attending hearings. 

I also help with housing developments which normally 
involves drafting or reviewing / negotiating planning 
agreements which are between local Councils and 
developers to secure things like educational facilities. 

I have some responsibility for small matters so have 
the chance to interact directly with clients and their 
agents. This responsibility will eventually increase as I 
progress through the firm. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 
for this role, apart from geographical 
knowledge? 
Good communication is essential. Both verbal and 
written. Being able to write in a clear and logical 
manner will make life as a lawyer much easier. Same 
goes for verbal communication. It is less of a feature 
of my current work but eventually I will be contacting 
clients and discussing (potentially quite complex) legal 
matters in meetings. 
Teamwork is also key. Being a solicitor means you 
are working with other people all the time. This could 
be colleagues within your team, other teams in the 
firm or teams outside the firm, for example with 
planning consultants. 
Another important skill to have is attention to detail. It 
is crucial to be able to check work thoroughly, not just 
for typos or mistakes but also to critically analyse the 
advice you are giving and make sure it is accurate 
and comprehensive. 
 

What is the most interesting or enjoyable 
project you’ve worked on, and why? 
I assisted the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in a 
planning appeal for which they were an objector. The 
development was a high rise glass building in west 
London which if constructed would be visible from 
within Kew Gardens. Kew is a World Heritage Site so 
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it is given legislative and policy protection as a 
heritage asset. As such, planning decision-makers 
have to consider what harms might be caused to it by 
such a large building and balance that harm with the 
benefits of the development (like new housing, much 
of it affordable housing). In this case, we were part of 
a team who sought to argue that the development 
would be harmful to Kew because it would harm the 
setting of the asset. Kew was designed to be a 
sanctuary away from the bustle of the city and it was 
argued that views of a tall residential building would 
negatively impact on that sense of escapism which 
Kew achieves. I find it interesting hearing the various 
arguments for and against developments play out and 
the ways in which organisations and communities 
have established their approach to new buildings. 
There is no right or wrong answer and in that way it is 
very much like the approach I became familiar with 
whilst studying for my degree. 
 

Was there anything particularly useful that 
helped you get into this role?  
I attended a vacation scheme at Burges Salmon in the 
summer after I graduated. This was a two week paid 
work experience which culminated in a training 
contract interview. At the time I wasn’t sure about a 
career in law and it really helped me to learn more 
about the profession and the work involved, as well as 
what the firm was like to work for. I’m not sure I would 
have ended up here if I hadn’t done that scheme.   
After finishing my legal studies I then completed a 
training contract at Burges Salmon which involved two 
years of being a Trainee Solicitor. Myself and around 
30 others rotated around 6 departments, moving 
every 4 months, so I had experience of a lot of the 
areas that the firm works in. This included commercial 
property, infrastructure projects, litigation, planning 
(where I have now got a job) and I also did a 
secondment at EDF Energy Generation. The 
secondment involved working with the in-house 
lawyers at EDF on their existing energy generation 
facilities. 
 

Do you get to travel for your role? 
There is quite a bit of travel within the UK. This can be 
for site visits where we are working on a new case. I 
was surprised just how much doing a site visit can 
help cement the details of the case in your mind. It is 
also a great opportunity to see technical experts in the 
field and talk to them about their approach. 
We also travel for planning hearings and inquiries as 
these are held in the community where the 
development is to take place in order to facilities local 
community engagement. Clearly there has not been 
much of this during the pandemic and all hearings and 
inquiries went virtual but there will be a gradual return 
to previous habits.  
 

How does geography feature in your work/
what difference does it make? 
There are no direct elements of geography that come 
into my work. Instead it is the skills I developed over 
the course of my degree which I use. 
For example, I felt that geography was about broad 
concepts as well as the detail. The ability to marry 
those together or analyse things through that lens is 
very helpful for what I do. With a lot of the larger 
projects that I work on we have to consider the long-

term broad picture as well as the small details. They 
are all equally as important. I also find that geography 
has given me good analytical skills because during my 
degree I was constantly thinking about concepts from 
lots of different perspectives. That is also similar to 
what I do in my job as there are always many views 
on developments and planning applications and it is 
important to be able to put yourself in the shoes of 
someone else to consider how they would approach 
the development. Ultimately it then is about arguing 
your point in light of what others’ views are which 
reflects taken in a lot of essays I wrote. 
 

What advice would you give to someone 
wanting to go into this career? 
Try to get on a vacation scheme if you can as it will 
help you decide which areas of law you like and which 
firms you might want to work for. 
Don’t think of just getting legal work experience. I think 
firms value experience of other sectors and jobs as 
well (like my European Parliament experience) as 
there are many aspects to being a good lawyer and it 
can sometimes be easier to learn those skills or get 
that knowledge in other industries. My main piece of 
advice to all students irrespective of whether you want 
to go law or something else is take your time. There is 
no rush. Have a year out, or two, maybe three. Not 
suggesting a world tour is always the best option but 
do something a bit different. When you are likely to do 
the same (or a similar thing) for decades, a year of 
something else can be really refreshing. 
 

What are the opportunities for career 
progression? 
In law there is a fairly set path for progression. As you 
gain more years of experience under your belt you 
move up through the ranks. That process involves 
working on more complex pieces of work and taking 
on more responsibility for dealing with clients and 
managing cases. Eventually there is an opportunity for 
those who want it to become a partner in their firm. 
This usually involves demonstrating that you have a 
good relationships with clients and can bring in new 
business. It typically takes 10-15 years to become a 
partner  

 
How do you maintain your knowledge and 
interest in geography outside of work? 
I like to read and always have a non-fiction book on 
the go. I’m a bit out of touch with geographical 
academia but I try to read books on topics which I 
studied at university. I also attend geography lectures 
when I can but work can sometimes get in the way!   

 
Why did you choose geography? 
I just think it is so interesting. Who wouldn’t want to 

learn about the world in which we live? Looking at the 

past, present and future and understanding the 

processes that have formed and are forming those. I 

love the combination of scientific and human elements 

of it as well, although I appreciate a lot of universities 

are set up so you have to do one or the other. 

It is very tangible as well so if you don’t just like 

learning about theories and concepts but also how 

they are applied then it’s a great choice. 
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* This interview was undertaken in 2021 and was 

correct at the time of publication. Please note that 

the featured individual may no longer be in role, 

but the profile has been kept for career pathway 

and informational purposes.  
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Lieutenant Colonel Paul Hammett 

Commanding Officer 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I have always loved being outdoors, especially 

exploring the amazing countryside around North 

Yorkshire, where I grew up. Combine this with a 

passion for maps and the knowledge imparted by 

a couple of fantastic teachers, and my love of 

geography was born.  I went on from studying the 

subject at GCSE, A Level and S Level to reading it 

at the University of Manchester, where I took as 

many modules as possible relating to climatology, 

glaciation, cartography and spatial science.   

A desire to get some fresh air at weekends and to 

continue exploring different parts of the country, 

led me to sign up to the University Officer Training 

Corps, an organisation that provided me with an 

insight into life within the UK Armed Forces. I 

never had any intention of joining the Army, but 

after making some amazing friends and 

developing a passion for leading and managing 

soldiers, I decided to apply for a Short Service 

Commission.  

Following 12 months of training at the Royal 

Military Academy Sandhurst, I was 

commissioned in to the Corps of Royal Engineers 

as a Lieutenant.  After two amazing years in 

Germany and a couple of deployments overseas 

to construct hospitals, runways and desert 

camps, I returned to the field of geography, 

volunteering to attend the Long Army Survey 

Course, at the Royal School of Military 

Survey.  The 14 month long MSc in Defence 

Geographic Information Systems ultimately 

opened the route to the job I am in today – 

Commanding Officer of 42 Engineer Regiment 

(Geographic), the Army’s only deployable unit 

that provides geospatial and geographic advice 

to leaders and decision makers across defence. 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

Personally, I think the military and geography go 

hand in hand – everything happens somewhere, 

and a commander’s plans will always be affected 

by the local terrain, the weather and the 

environment.  It’s a perfect marriage for me, one 

that has helped me through a 20 year career in 

the Royal Engineers, which has seen me visit 

countless countries and undertake numerous 

operational tours.  

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I lead and manage an organisation of 

approximately 450 civilian and military personnel, 

all of whom are focused on delivering the 

following to defence: 

 We are ready to deploy anywhere in the 

world to advise commanders on how the 

physical and human terrain may impact 

future military operations. 

 

 We help visualise the operating 

environment on physical products (maps) 

and virtually in the digital space. 

Job title: Commanding Officer of the 

42 Engineer Regiment (Geographic)   

Organisation: The British Army, Ministry of De-

fence 
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 We analyse the geospatial and geo-

temporal environment to provide answers 

to the what, the where, and the why?  

 

 We provide a unique, high precision, 

deployable geodetic survey capability to 

undertake a range of defence tasks, 

including the use of drones and LiDAR 

scanners to create 3D models. 

 

The soldiers and officers within my Regiment are 

all trained at the Royal School of Military Survey 

and receive either a BSc degree or MSc on 

completion of their training.  My principle role is 

to ensure that when they deploy they are suitably 

trained, equipped and ready to face the 

challenges of operating in a dynamic and 

demanding environment. Recently we have sent 

people out on exercises and operations across 

the world, including in response to humanitarian 

disasters in the Caribbean, flooding in the UK 

and even Brexit planning! 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

To be an army officer you need to be fit, robust 

and happy to deal with complexity and 

challenge.  Good communication skills, both 

written and verbal, as well and as ability to plan 

are essential – however, many of these can be 

learnt throughout the training conducted at the 

Royal Military Academy Sandhurst.  To be a 

military geographer you need all of this as well as 

a good understanding of geographic systems, 

analytical modelling, critical thinking and common 

sense.  A good sense of humour also helps! 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Without a good understanding of the terrain and 

the environment that a military commander is 

operating within, their plans are almost certain to 

fail.  Geography affects everything – especially 

where you site specific assets and how you 

manoeuvre safely across the terrain.  

 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Be proud to be a geographer! Studying 

geography helps provide clarity from complexity, 

it helps you order your thoughts and think 

logically – skills that are essential in any career, 

not just the military. I have benefited significantly 

from following a duel career path, one that dips in 

and out of mainstream engineering and the 

geographic specialism. As a result, I am a huge 

advocate of gaining wide ranging and broad 

experiences.  Embrace change, look for new 

challenges and understand that you are never 

too old to learn new skills.   

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

Geography helps us to describe and understand 

our surroundings – both in the physical and 

human environment. More importantly, 

everything happens somewhere, which therefore 

makes geography the centre of everything! 

I have been lucky enough to travel to some 

remarkable places around the world and I love 

the fact that my geography journey helps me to 

appreciate the amazing environment in which we 

live.  Studying geography provides you with a 

range of skills that will set you up for any 

successful career.  It is so much more than 

learning capital cities and colouring in – 

ultimately, geography helps to unlock the secrets 

to our world!  
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Prem Gill 

Polar Conservationist  

How did you get to where you are now? 
I grew up in Reading and have had a diverse career in 
Remote Sensing. I studied Marine Geography at Cardiff 
University and worked at Royal Boskalis Westminster 
N.V. as a hydrographic surveyor before embarking on 
my current career as a Polar Scientist. I am currently a 
PhD candidate at the Scott Polar Research Institute, 
University of Cambridge, leading the Seals from Space 
project with the World Wildlife Fund UK and the British 
Antarctic Survey. In addition to this, I have guest 
lectured on conservation technology at the University of 
Oxford, run workshops on immersive technology for 
conservation with Digital Catapult, hosted 
collaborations with the Alan Turing Institutes looking at 
AI and conservation, worked with the BBC on nature 
documentaries, and founded Polar Impact, a network to 
support and highlight ethnic minorities in polar 
research. 
 

Was there anything particularly useful that 
helped you get into this role? 
For my undergraduate degree, I completed a 
dissertation topic that required knowledge and skills 
beyond the scope of what was taught within my degree. 
The research looked at whether it was possible to 
develop tools to provide freely available maps of marine 
biodiversity hotspots based on satellite data, and 
therefore a cost-effective conservation management 

tool for nations in the Global South. To achieve this, I 
had to teach myself a number of skills, including 
programming and big data analysis, and reach out to 
leading experts outside of my institute. As result, I 
applied to PhDs with evidence that I was already 
capable of designing and undertaking interesting 
research projects independently, and that I also 
already possessed a number of self-taught skills that 
are typically gained during the course of a PhD. 
Having this initiative and skillset meant that I was also 
able to conduct preliminary work on potential PhD 
projects and bring this research to the interview. 
 

What you might do in a typical week? 
I work for the University of Cambridge, the Scott Polar 
Research Institute, the British Antarctic Survey and 
the WWF. The two seals I focus on in my work are the 
crabeater seal and Weddell seal. These seals rely on 
sea ice for breeding - they are the most numerous 
species and are slightly easier to identify from space. 
We believe these two species inhabit different areas 
which I want to investigate and quantify. My work 
consists of taking satellite pictures of the polar regions 
from space and analysing them to count seal 
populations and map habitats. I am interested in seal 
numbers, reproduction, where they breed and if any of 
this is changing due to climate change. Ultimately, I 
am interested in understanding what drives seal 
habitat preference and the extent to which we can use 
remote sensing technology as a cost effective tool to 
confidently monitor ice seals. We do have the 
potential to study the population as a whole as the 
satellite covers most of Antarctica but because one 
single satellite image can cover vast expanses of seal
-less ice, going through it manually can be very soul 
destroying! So, we focus on specific areas. 
I choose study sites which are showing signs of rapid 
climate change or by identifying unique habitats which 
are special and slightly different, such as Larsen 

Harbour, which is home to the only known colony of 
Weddell seals that breed on land rather than ice. Most 
of my focus is on the Antarctica Peninsula, the most 
rapidly warming region in Antarctica. 
 

What skills and characteristics do you need 
for this role, apart from geographical 
knowledge? 
Showing initiative is crucial to being an 
interdisciplinary Polar Scientist. Using state-of-the-art 
satellite imagery for monitoring polar wildlife in remote 
regions means that I’m often working at the forefront 
of multiple fields, where there is either a lack of 
knowledge or tools to answer my research questions. 
I therefore spend a lot of time building relationships 
with researchers in other institutes and fields, such as 
AI and computer science experts at the Alan Turing 

Job title: Polar Conservationist  

Organisation: The Scott Polar Research Institute, 

the WWF and the British Antarctic Survey 

Location: Cambridge, UK 
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Institute, to help develop the tools I need. In this case, 
a machine-learning based tool to automatically count 
seals and map their sea ice habitats. Having 
confidence in your research and not being afraid to 
email those with the skills you require is fundamental 
to my work. Having wide research interests and being 
able to relate lessons and techniques from different 
fields to your own is also important.  
 

How does geography feature in your work? 
Remote sensing is a huge part of geography. Some 
form of GIS now features in most undergraduate 
courses and it is a growing area of employment for 
postgraduates, with companies such as ESRI or 
Ordnance Survey. Ultimately my work touches on a 
number of themes in geography both physical and 
human. For example, it looks to better understand 
how the presence of polar wildlife relates to the 
environment across time and space, how the results 
of this work influences conservation management and 
policy within Antarctica, and how we can provide 
accessible research tools to enable everyone to map 
wildlife in the remote polar regions and thus become 
geographers in their own right.  
 

What do you enjoy most about your job?  
I love all the satellite imagery and advanced 
technology in my research. Also recently I brought into 
the British Antarctic Survey (BAS) 10 under-
represented or disadvantaged intern students to 
provide them an opportunity to develop unique skills 
on a polar research project associated with institutes 
such as WWF, BAS and Cambridge, and meet 
leading senior polar scientists. Two have gone on to 
write research proposals with BAS scientists and 
another four joined me to collaborate on a 
conservation project with a leading professor from the 
University of Cambridge's maths department. I am 
really interested in using my research as a platform to 
increase opportunities for Black, Asian and minority 
ethnic (BAME) and working-class persons in non-
typical fields, such as polar science and conservation, 
at top institutes. 
 

Do you get to travel for your role?  
In 2019 I travelled to Antarctica to measure light 
reflection from seals! The expedition aim was to 
calculate the spectral signature of crabeater and 
Weddell seals. It was the first field project that I led, 
and it was a huge success, with four out of the seven 
Antarctic seal species surveyed. Once lockdown 
eases, this data will allow me to return to the 
laboratory and distinguish between seals and rocks 
with more confidence when studying aerial satellite 
imagery. 
 
What are the opportunities for career 
progression? 
As a Polar Scientist and PhD student, the world is 
your oyster with multiple areas you can pursue within 
both academia and industry. In five years’ time I hope 
I will still be working closely with polar wildlife and 
state-of-the-art technology as a researcher, perhaps 
with a bit more experience in the field to enable me to 
one day lead my own expeditions, and continue to use 

my research as a way to make change for 
conservation and social equity. 
 

What advice would you give to someone 
wanting to go into this career? 
What happens in the polar regions is not confined to 
the polar regions - they are very important areas to 
monitor as a change in their climate might lead to a 
change in the global climate. In these regions we are 
seeing the earliest and most rapid changes in the 
world — the Arctic and Antarctic are a ‘canary in the 
coalmine’ and anyone interested in a career in polar 
science should keep up to date with how these 
regions are evolving. Someone who is interested in 
working for the Scott Polar Institute or British Antarctic 
Survey should look to develop skills beyond what is 
taught within your undergraduate degree. There are 
opportunities out there — such as my workshop 
projects or through other researchers. It would be a 
good idea to monitor our vacancies page. 
Alternatively, you could volunteer to man the Port 
Lockroy post office! Read more on the UKAHT 
website.  
I also highly recommend online courses and learning 
programming and other skills. The main thing is to not 
be afraid to email a scientist if you find their work 
fascinating and try conducting your own research 
project. Most often, all the data and software you need 
are freely available online, and  you really only require 
a laptop to begin your research! 
 

How do you maintain your knowledge and 
interest in geography outside of work? 
I love grime music and have in fact mixed this pastime 
with my work — by producing seal grime music!  
 

Why did you choose geography? 
As a geographer, you will be working on issues on 
societal and scientific urgency. In addition to that, you 
will have access to a range of skillsets that span 
multiple fields to answer your problem, enabling you to 
bring together a range of experts to tackle issues. 
Geography not only gives you the power to 
understand and thus better protect society and nature, 
but also the choice to approach problems from a 
number of perspectives and experiences. 
In particular, I think you should choose geography as 
it is crucial to protecting our polar regions. I want you 
to be able to see a bottle of Omega-3 oil, sourced 
from Antarctic krill, in your local high street and begin 
to ask questions about how resources from Antarctica 
are within your hands, and realise just how closely you 
are connected to these seemingly remote regions. 
Then ask yourself how other parts of the world may be 
connected to what happens in the polar regions. Then, 
finally, I want you to look at who is appearing on TV to 
discuss issues of climate change and what policies 
should be implemented on our lives. If you do not see 
someone who looks like you or a variety of people, it 
may be even more crucial that you study geography to 
enable yourself to become a leader in research and 
policy. Without all sections of society involved in polar 
research, we will not be able develop fully robust 
plans to adapt to climate change. 
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Sapper Rachael Bradley 

Geographic Technician/ ME Geographic 
Engineer 

How did you get to where you are now? 

My passion for geography started when I chose to 

study the subject at GCSE and then A Level, 

coupled with a very good teacher at school, this 

led me to study it at university. I found physical 

geography such as climatology, geomorphology 

and river environments particularly interesting, so I 

went on to do a BSc Dual Honours degree in 

Geography and Geology at The University of 

Manchester. 

Although my dissertation focussed on 

sedimentology, most of my research came from 

mapping a section of rock, comparing two early 

Devonian river channels in Pembrokeshire. Even 

though I didn’t know it at the time, the makings of 

a cartographer were being developed. 

I decided to join the British Army after graduation, 

after being drawn to the active and unique nature 

of the job. A happy coincidence occurred when I 

found there was the job role of Geographic 

Technician in the Royal Engineers, which 

encompassed many parts of my degree. 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

Whilst at university I joined the University Officer 

Training Corps (UOTC), which helped me 

develop from a student into the makings of a 

soldier. During my time there I learnt practical, 

communication and leadership skills. Moreover, 

several visits to different units were organised as 

‘Look at Life’ weekends, to show the potential 

employee what exactly it was like being in the 

Royal Engineers. The experience I gathered from 

UOTC was invaluable when coming to choose 

my career path. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

As a Military Geographic Engineer (ME Geo) I 

am responsible for the production, analysis and 

dissemination of geographical information and 

products to all departments in defence (Army, 

Navy, RAF and Government). I create products 

and supply information that helps military 

commanders make informed decisions about 

operations. For example, using high resolution 

satellite imagery to produce 3D visualisations, or 

conducting analysis of the terrain to determine 

potential positions or routes and use of the 

ground. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Being a military geographer requires a number of 

skills, including: 

 Advanced geospatial analysis using GIS 

 

 Data management 

 

 Geospatial web services 

 

 Geodetic survey 

 

 Remote sensing and photogrammetry 

Job title: Geographic Technician/ ME  

Geographic Engineer 

Organisation: The British Army 
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These are all skills which are taught in the 

training to become a ME Geographic Engineer. 

However, the skills required whilst on this course 

include: 

 Colour proficiency 

 

 English and maths 

 

 Basic GIS 

 

 Route planning 

 

 Map reading 

 

 Planning and coordination 

 

 Oral presentation 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

As interpretation of the physical and human 

terrain is a fundamental part of the job role, 

geographical skills and knowledge are utilised on 

a daily basis for geospatial analysis and 

manipulation to create map products. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Studying geography or any variant at university 

will set you up well for training to meet the 

standards the Army require. After initial soldier 

training, a further three year training programme 

(including a sandwich year) begins. At the end of 

this you will receive a BSc degree in Military 

Geospatial Science from Sheffield Hallam 

University. This training is unique to anything you 

will find in civilian life and will make it very 

appealing when looking for jobs after the Army. 

I would also say be open minded. The job can 

vary a lot, one day you may be making a map, 

the next you could be doing data management or 

even training on exercise on Salisbury Plain, 

honing your rifle skills. It’s a constantly evolving 

job which, if you take every opportunity, gives a 

lot of invaluable experience in such a niche area, 

providing you with many transferable skills for the 

future. 

 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I was intrigued to understand the physical and 

human processes that created and develop our 

planet. The many field trips offered through my 

career enabled me to see these geographical 

and geological processes first hand, as well as 

satisfying my thirst for travel. This is a key reason 

to choose geography! It builds independence and 

self-reliance, as well as cultural development 

through being exposed to completely new 

environments. 

Having a background in geography will set you 

up for a wide array of job prospects as it contains 

such a varied number of topics, from computing 

and data collection to team building skills. For 

example, through studying the processes which 

drive our planet’s evolution we can predict and 

mitigate against natural disasters, better 

understand the environment and how we can 

protect and utilise it. And of course, as my school 

teacher drilled into me “Geography is the 

greatest subject on this planet!”. 
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Richard Martin 

GIS Analyst 

How did you get to where you are now?  

Geography has always been my key interest 

which I carried through my GSCE, A Level and 

degree choices. It was whilst studying at the 

University of Plymouth that I first discovered GIS 

which ultimately led to me completing an MSc GIS 

at the University of Nottingham. 

I obtained a fantastic introduction to the GIS 

industry by spending five years working for 

Nottinghamshire Fire and Rescue Service. The job 

was extremely diverse and helped shape my 

career in developing many key skills that have 

become invaluable in later positions.      

The opportunity to experience a new culture was 

embraced with a move to Qatar where I worked for 

Esri NEA and KEO International 

Consultants.  Here I gained five years’ experience 

working in the private sector with highlights 

including implementing GIS into an organisation 

that had never previously used it, and developing 

3D visualisation skills with 3DS Max/SketchUp/

ArcScene. 

Since returning to the UK, I have been working 

for the National Trust.  I have found working in 

the charitable sector an incredibly rewarding 

experience. The opportunities and experience I 

have had since working for the Trust has enabled 

me to become a Chartered Geographer in 2017 

and started volunteering for MapAction in 2018. 

 

What do you do as part of your role?   

I am part of the Conservation Information team 

which is accountable for delivering a coordinated 

approach to conservation across the whole 

organisation. The team researches client needs 

and develops innovative tools that allow a wide 

range of staff the ability to interact with spatial 

data, make decisions and work more effectively.  

The main responsibility in this role has been to 

administer ArcGIS Online (AGOL) and 

understand how the organisation can benefit and 

deliver mobile data collection apps, story maps 

and web apps - producing both internal and 

external facing tools. The role is also responsible 

for analysing a wide range of internal and 

external data that helps the Trust understand its 

assets, from land to coastlines, buildings to trees 

and to enable strategic management decisions to 

be made. Outputs include interactive 

spreadsheets, maps, reports and dashboards. 

The great thing about the role is that it doesn’t 

encompass a typical week – I could be working 

on a project, dealing with ad-hoc queries, 

designing a dashboard or out at a property 

testing/training a new tool. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge?  

Great communication is one of the main 

characteristics for any GIS Analyst, as 

understanding your audience and being able to 

effectively communicate their solution is vital to 

working efficiently. It is important that you can 

Job title: GIS Analyst 

Organisation: National Trust 

Location: Swindon, UK 
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talk to a client and gather specific information 

about their requirements, including discussing 

any concerns. Outputs can range from maps and 

spreadsheets, apps and dashboards, to reports 

and presentations and each of these needs to be 

specifically designed for their intended audience 

who could range from other GIS analysts and 

non-technical staff, to directors or members of 

the public.     

In order to progress the GIS discipline, it is also 

important that analysts share ideas, solutions 

and best practice tips as often as possible. The 

ability to demonstrate your work effectively 

through presentations, providing support or 

running training sessions is extremely 

beneficial.     

The capability to problem solve, being curious, 

inquisitive and tenacious, and thinking outside 

the box are also key skills. Mixed in with sound IT 

knowledge and a clear understanding of GIS 

software/data/procedures/tools will allow 

innovate solutions to be developed.    

You also need to be organised to work on 

multiple projects at the same time and be able to 

work calmly under pressure too.  

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

There a number of teams operating within the 

Trust, such as archaeology, coast and marine, 

gardens and parks, countryside, environment 

and energy, farming, planning, nature and 

wildlife, legal, risk and compliance and 

operations. This list highlights that geography 

plays a diverse and fundamental part of this 

environmental/conservation charity.  We could be 

focusing on coastal erosion one week to 

renewable energy sources the next.         

Since joining MapAction, having an 

understanding of volcanoes, earthquakes or 

tsunami's has helped when dealing and 

responding to a disaster.   

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Get reading and playing!  There is so much great 

material and opportunities available - take 

advantage of memberships with the AGI and 

RGS-IBG and the huge amounts of information 

now online in terms of journals, feeds and blogs.  

From a GIS perspective, open source software 

has come on leaps and bounds and also includes 

a multitude of training material.  Even major GIS 

suppliers such as Esri, now offer ‘Home’ editions 

and access to training material. A basic 

understanding of coding e.g. Python, as well as 

IT environments can also come in handy. Plus, 

getting involved with projects such as 

OpenStreetMap/Humanitarian OpenStreetMap 

will give valuable practical experience as well as 

benefiting the whole community who rely on the 

data. 

The same could be said for most careers, but the 

more effort you put in, the more rewarding the 

experience.  I have made an effort to keep my 

skills up to date, practiced how to create better 

outputs and kept up with developments in 

technology.  This has allowed me to be involved 

with a wider range, more advanced 

technologically and more interesting types of 

projects. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

Geography has been ingrained in me from an 

early age due to the influence of my family who 

have a passion for the outdoors. Whether it was 

choosing GCSE’s, A Levels, a degree or a job, 

geography was always going to play a major 

part.  

The diverse range of jobs available to those with 

a geographical background was one of the main 

reasons for studying the topic.  Although I 

specialise in GIS, I have worked in the public, 

private and charity sectors, and lived in various 

parts of the UK as well as abroad.  You are not 

restricted to one location or a specific type of 

job. Plus being involved with a subject that 

means you can help make the world a better 

place is an extremely rewarding experience.    

I love the fact that when you stand back and look 

at the world, including your own transport, 

shopping, leisure activity and holiday choices, all 

have a strong link to core geographical 

principles. You realise that you interact with 

geography every day and it plays a massive part 

in all our lives – ranging from politics to wars to 

the environment.  
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Sarah Bonar 

Teacher of Geography and International 
Rugby Player 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I went to Loughborough University to do a 

geography degree. I really enjoyed geography as 

it gave me a total escape from sport (I used to row 

before I became involved with rugby) - I spent so 

much time training it was nice to have a different 

focus. 

After graduation, I worked for a sports charity and 

trust, it was a good experience but it wasn’t as 

hands on with young people as I wanted it to be. 

That was when I realised that teaching would be a 

good career to go into. So following on from this I 

did my PGCE and I have almost completed two 

years as a qualified teacher. 

I got into rugby after bumping into a local rugby 

coach who put me in touch with some clubs and 

everything went from there. I’ve stayed in the 

Loughborough area post-university so that I can 

still train at a premiership club - and I am quite 

near to East Midlands airport so that I can fly up to 

Scotland for camps quite easily. I have 

tournaments every year including the Six Nations 

in February and March. I am really fortunate that 

my school and Scotland Rugby Union have been 

able to set up a contract which enables me to 

have some time off so that I can get in to camp 

ahead of the game. It can be quite stressful in 

terms of setting cover and marking, but it’s worth 

it. 

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

I enjoy working with young people so that was 

my biggest drive to get into teaching, but I also 

really enjoy geography – as cheesy as that 

sounds! I had some really good lecturers at 

university and teachers at school, which really 

ignited my passion for the subject and I wanted 

to share that. I understand that you’re not going 

to get every child enjoying your subject but as 

long as you can get them taking something away 

from each lesson, then I have achieved 

something with my day. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

During rugby season my day-to-day usually 

involves a weight session in the morning before 

getting into work around 7.30am. I then prepare 

and teach my lessons for the day, and then I’ll do 

some marking and lesson planning. After work I’ll 

head to training in the evening, then depending 

on how busy it is, I will do a little marking before 

bed as well – so it’s a pretty full-on schedule. 

But when I’m out of season it’s not that bad! 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

I think one of the main things you need, which 

helps with both teaching and international sport, 

is communication. Communicating with pupils, 

staff, players and coaches and being able to 

pitch your ideas at different levels or for different 

occasions, is a key skill in both aspects of my life. 
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Time management and organisation are also 

important to make sure that everything gets done 

when it needs to. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

Probably the fact that I don’t clock watch! I can 

rarely picture a time where I have ever clock-

watched whilst teaching. No day is the same and 

the funny things that kids come out with definitely 

keeps you entertained. 

 

Do you get to travel for your role? 

Most of my away rugby matches are generally in 

Europe, so I have travelled to Italy, France and 

Spain. We have got a tour coming up in 

September to South Africa, which is super 

exciting, but most of my travels with rugby up till 

this point have mainly been in Europe. If we 

qualify for the World Cup in 2021 we will get to 

go to New Zealand!    

 

What are the opportunities for career 

progression? Where might you be in five 

years’ time? 

That’s a tricky one, as ideally I would like to be 

playing rugby. But if I was in teaching still, I 

would quite like to do a Masters in geography 

and take that back to the classroom. I would 

probably like to go down the head of year route 

as I quite like the more pastoral side of teaching. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

I think to do what you enjoy – again this is super 

cheesy – but life is too short. You have to do 

what makes you happy. With everything there will 

always be testing times but as long as you are in 

it for the right reasons you are going to progress. 

With teaching especially, I don’t think it’s a job 

that you can go into unless you are 100% behind 

the idea of it, because it comes with long hours 

and you can have testing times with pupils or 

work. You can apply the same to being an 

athlete, there will be times where you don’t feel 

like training, but you know you need to do it and 

get it done, and as long as you enjoy it, and 

remember why you’re doing it, you will do a good 

job. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I really enjoyed the subject and had really good 

teachers at secondary school and then college 

which I think can make a difference. Studying the 

subject at university opened up a whole different 

side to geography that you don’t really access at 

school. I remember thinking of geography as just 

volcanoes and population, but at university we 

started looking at modules to do with how 

children interacted with different geographical 

spaces, feminist geographies and the 

geographies of sport – and you realise there is so 

much more to the discipline. It is an important 

subject because it looks at how humans interact 

with the world that we live in and it is so apparent 

with everything going on in current affairs and 

environmental issues such as climate change. I 

think it is an important subject for kids to at least 

have some understanding of. 
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Sophie Leigh 

Climate Change Consultant 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I chose to study A Level geography, geology and 

psychology (and AS maths) at college and really 

enjoyed the interactions between people and the 

environment. I decided to continue my passions at 

Durham University with a BA in Geography, 

selecting modules concentrating on topics such as 

governance, urban geographies and climate 

change perspectives to combine human behaviour 

with natural phenomena. I thoroughly enjoyed my 

three years at Durham; I got to travel to some 

amazing places such as Cape Town in South 

Africa, and focused a range of topics including 

renewable energy technologies, natural disasters 

and sustainable futures. 

Following on from my undergraduate degree, I 

decided to attend Lancaster University on the MSc 

Environmental Management course to upskill 

myself in the climate change/energy sector and 

refine my knowledge in the field. This Master’s 

degree facilitated my application to Environmental 

Resources Management (ERM) for an 

environmental consultant position, focusing on 

energy transitions, environmental auditing and 

controversial energy sources. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

In my day-to-day life as a consultant I work on a 

variety of projects within three main sectors: 

environment, health and safety, and climate 

change. More specifically, I work on energy 

projects revolving around legal compliance and 

reporting, such as the climate reduction 

commitment (CRC), Energy Saving Opportunities 

Scheme (ESOS) and Greenhouse Gas reporting. 

This involves data analysis, team collaboration 

and client liaison to reach deadlines and 

accurately report on climate change future 

scenarios. 

I project manage and conduct a variety of global 

audit programs which involves confirming 

logistics, communicating with clients and 

managing budgets for the projects. I also conduct 

audits throughout the year in the manufacturing 

and technology, media and telecom (TMT) sector 

allowing me to explore behind the scenes of 

production lines and high-tech companies. These 

audits are conducted across the world, meaning I 

get the opportunity to work with colleagues in a 

plethora of different countries. 

I also work on more niche projects identifying the 

main environmental, health, safety and 

community risks within establishments to deliver 

innovative solutions to complex issues. Other 

examples of work include: environmental 

permitting, legal compliance registers and Task 

Force on Climate Change work. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

The world of consultancy is a very fast-paced 

environment with many consultants working on 

the same projects. No one can be an expert in 
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every field and so relying on colleagues for their 

expertise is a key part of consultancy. This 

cannot be done without effective communication, 

delegation and time management. 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

The work consultants do saves the lives of both 

people and animals, helps to prevent 

contamination of the natural world and creates 

innovative solutions to adapt to the ever 

changing planet. This would not be possible 

without key geographical skills which teach you 

to incorporate many different scenarios and 

disciplines into one solution. Governance, 

environmental processes, financial implications 

and community engagement are all fundamental 

aspects of geographical knowledge and are vital 

in many consultancy projects. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

The most enjoyable aspect of my job must be 

both the people that I work with and the wide 

variety of opportunities available to me. Before 

becoming a consultant at ERM I never thought I 

would be able to work on such a wide variety of 

projects within the same job and follow both my 

passions for auditing and climate change. 

 

What are the opportunities for career 

progression? Where might you be in five 

years’ time? 

At ERM there are many avenues to progress 

down. You can specialise in a certain subject, 

maintain a general outlook or focus on project 

management. In five years’ time I hope to be well 

into my career as a level two consultant at ERM, 

maintaining focus on auditing and climate change 

projects with more responsibility. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Take the time to work out which area you would 

like to work in. There are so many sectors in 

consultancy that you won’t have even dreamed 

of so don’t rule them out to focus on one 

particular aspect. Make the most of every 

opportunity that you can and widen your 

knowledge base as much as possible in the first 

few years, the more you know the more 

opportunities you will have further down the line. 

 

How do you maintain your knowledge and 

interest in geography outside of work? 

To maintain my geographical knowledge whilst 

working as a consultant I communicate with my 

colleagues as they are all experts in their field so 

what better source of information can you get!? 

People are happy to talk about their interests so I 

suggest asking what your colleagues are working 

on whenever you have the opportunity. This will 

keep your knowledge up to date and also provide 

opportunities for future work. I also travel as 

much as I can to see natural geographical 

wonders for myself. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose geography as an option due to its 

multidisciplinary nature, meaning that it can 

incorporate all of my passions within one subject. 

The subject allows you to design your education/

career around your interests and also facilitates 

travel to some amazing sites all around the 

world. 
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Terri Freemantle 

Senior Earth Observation Specialist 

How did you get to where you are now?  

I have A Levels in Geography, Law and 

Photography and completed an Environmental 

Geography degree at University College London, 

before doing a Masters in Remote Sensing. 

After graduating, I undertook a nine month 

internship at the Institute of Zoology, Zoological 

Society of London where I worked as an EO/GIS 

Analyst researching how Earth Observation can 

support conservation. During my time here I 

published two papers – 

 Advanced Land Observing Satellite Phased 

Array Type L-Band SAR (ALOS PALSAR) to 

Inform the Conservation of Mangroves: 

Sundarbans as a Case Study 

 Earth Observation: overlooked potential to 

support species reintroduction programmes 

After this I worked as a self-employed EO/GIS 

consultant for various organisations including Arup 

and ICOS/The Mercator Fund, before I began 

work at the Satellite Applications Catapult in 2014 

where I have worked now for over five years as a 

Senior Earth Observation Specialist.  

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

The internship with ZSL, greatly helped future 

employment opportunities and grew my technical 

skills in independent research.  

Since then I have undertaken several advanced 

training courses in Remote Sensing which has 

helped me keep my knowledge up to date and 

relevant – which is critical for my present role. 

In my present job I also have a Career Mentor 

who I meet regularly to discuss things like skills, 

challenges, ways to improve current working, 

how to deal with conflict etc. I would recommend 

a mentor as it’s a helpful and informal way to get 

feedback on career progress and aspirations 

from someone who has more experience in the 

field. My mentor and I also advocate for the 

Women In Geospatial network, which is a 

fantastic way to engage with like minded people 

in the geospatial community. 

 

What do you do as part of your role?  

My job has several components, a combination 

of management and technical work - no two days 

are the same! I oversee a number of projects, 

providing technical governance, meaning that I 

am responsible for the geospatial component of 

these projects, this includes reviewing work 

before it is submitted for accuracy and managing 

budgets and resource. 

I undertake technical work in Earth Observation, 

remote sensing and GIS. This can include 

handling and processing optical and radar 

satellite data, using image analysis software and 

computer programming. My main interest is using 

Earth Observation to help fulfil the Sustainable 

Development Agenda, by facilitating access to 

low cost, frequent operational monitoring of Earth 

systems processes, such as management of 

water resources, change in land cover (e.g. 

deforestation) and climate and disaster risk 

resilience, amongst many others. 

I work collaboratively with other teams to 
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complete funding proposals, scope out potential 

projects, and design technical solutions that 

deliver against specific user requirements. We 

operate a user driven approach to ensure that 

solutions and products we build are fit for 

purpose, so regularly get involved with User 

Requirement workshops, which involve 

translating a user need into a technical solution 

which meets that need. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge?  

My present role is very diverse and as such 

requires a diverse set of skills. I undertake 

technical governance on projects and frequently 

engage in outreach programmes such as STEM, 

in addition to conference participation (chairing, 

speaking). Therefore excellent written and oral 

communication and team leadership skills are 

required, however as is the ability to work 

independently when needed. 

Design and creativity skills are also beneficial 

when generating visually pleasing materials, 

whether it be generating maps or EO imagery for 

publication. 

My job can often be high pressure and involves 

juggling numerous different tasks and projects 

simultaneously, so the ability to self-manage 

work load and switch between tasks quickly is a 

critical skill. As part of this, recognising when you 

need support is also important, so that any 

issues can be escalated and dealt with in the 

appropriate manner. 

Technically speaking, good coding skills are 

important for a role in Earth Observation. The 

industry is increasingly using open source tools 

and software, so knowledge in both commercial 

and open source programming languages, image 

analysis and GIS analysis software is a must.  

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geography defines my job. Earth Observation is 

underpinned by location data, whether it be 

vector based GIS data, or raster-based satellite 

imagery. Our ability to observe the Earth’s 

surface can give us insight into all manner of 

geographical, geological, demographic, or even 

political, phenomena.  For example, imagery 

collected at night can help map global population, 

whereas looking at imagery collected at two 

different times can inform on how an area has 

developed or been damaged, such as from 

urbanisation or deforestation. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job?  

I love the fact we use data and technology to find 

solutions to real world problems. My work 

focuses on the application of space data and 

technology to geographical problems, such as 

climate change resilience, disaster risk reduction, 

managing food security and monitoring 

infrastructure, to name a few.  

 

What are the opportunities for career 

progression?  

Career progression in the field of Earth 

Observation has the potential to be diverse. 

There are many start-up companies working with 

EO data so starting your own business is very 

possible, as is working for a national space 

agency, such as the UK Space Agency or the 

European Space Agency (ESA) in policy, 

governance, management and technical 

research roles. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Educationally speaking, I would recommend 

qualifications in geography, physics, maths, and 

computer science at A Level. At degree level, the 

best degrees would be geography, computer 

science, maths or physics. Outside this read a 

lot, learn a lot about your surroundings, learn 

how to question and critically evaluate problems. 

However, most importantly, do what you enjoy!  

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose to take geography because I have always 

had a natural curiosity about the world around us, 

how it changes and how it interacts as a 

complete system. I also love maps and have a 

keen interest in photography, therefore when I 

discovered at university that I could combine my 

interest in photography with a geographical 

application, I decided to take an MSc in Remote 

Sensing to combine my two favourite subject 

areas, by using cameras in space! 
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Toby Wastling  

Principal Consultant  

How did you get to where you are now? 

I studied geography at Loughborough University 

before going on to complete an MSc in 

Environmental Monitoring for Management.  

After graduating I joined AECOM as an ecologist, 

which gave me a stepping stone into 

environmental consultancy. From there I got a job 

as a Junior Consultant at Temple Group and have 

been lucky enough to work my way up through the 

ranks, gaining increasing responsibility over time. 

During my time at Temple I have worked as a 

Consultant, Bid Manager, Senior Consultant and 

now work as a Principal Consultant. Alongside this 

I have gained introductory certifications in the 

APM Project Fundamentals Qualification and the 

Construction Skills Certificate Scheme.  

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

In a typical week work will include research, report 

writing, attendance at client meetings and line 

management responsibilities. I also assist with 

wider business resource planning and bidding 

work on a less frequent basis. I work with a wide 

range of people including environmental 

consultancy specialists e.g. ecology, noise, air 

quality in order to draw on their wider knowledge 

in my role. A lot of my work with others is 

coordination and management of specialists for 

information through a range of mediums. 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

A lot of my work involves being familiar with 

maps – a key skill that I learnt undertaking 

geography during academia. But also report 

writing, data analysis and an appreciation and 

understanding of the outside world also feature.  

Do you get to travel for your role?  

As a SME environmental consultancy, the large 

proportion of our work is based in the UK with an 

emphasis on London, so international travel is 

few and far between. Depending on the projects I 

am involved in, I will often travel for site visits to 

become familiar with the local area. A lot of the 

work I undertake is in London, so wider travel is 

fairly limited but I have been on projects involving 

visits further afield such as Manchester, Derby 

and Suffolk. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

A lot of my day to day role is around managing 

others. This ranges from line management 

responsibilities to project management and 

coordination where I need to liaise with a wider 

variety of specialists. This all requires careful 

communication and leadership.  

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

The key piece of advice I would give is to 

understand which companies do environmental 

consultancy. Pretty much any engineering 

company will have an environmental consultancy 
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arm although this may not be immediately 

obvious, digging around on most websites will 

find some environmental capabilities. For general 

environmental consultancy, here is a broad list of 

companies to approach: Temple, Arup, Atkins, 

Arcadis, Mott McDonald, ERM, WSP, RSK, 

Jacobs.  
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Tom Grahamslaw 

Associate 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I am a Geography graduate from the University of 

Leeds where I studied BA Geography with 

Transport Planning.  Following graduation, I joined 

WSP as a Graduate Intelligent Transport Systems 

(ITS) Consultant. I have developed a career within 

ITS focusing on application of technology to 

enable operational and safety benefits to transport 

projects. I have been involved in the development 

of various Smart Road concepts and currently lead 

the operational safety delivery of a programme of 

smart motorways schemes for WSP. 

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

My current role centres on the delivery of major 

projects, typically smart motorway schemes, 

across the UK where I am the Operational Safety 

Subject Matter Expert and technical lead for WSP. 

I hold a position on the ITS Technical Leadership 

Group and help shape technical excellence across 

the business as well as developing future ready 

thinking. 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Leadership, communication and technical ability 

are all areas alongside geographical skills that 

enable  success within my current role as a 

consultant.  Alongside this a variety of personal 

skills such as confidence, ability to inspire and 

resilience go a long way to making sure I and the 

wider team remain successful. 

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

Geographical knowledge is applied to my work 

on a frequent basis, this ranges from the use of 

GIS to plot and model information, through to 

understanding complex human and physical 

impacts of transport projects.  

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

The best part of my job is the variety of work and 

the future thinking of the industry I work in.  Very 

few industries are moving at such a pace and I 

am lucky enough to work on anything from major 

highway schemes through to connected and 

autonomous vehicle projects. 

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Take every chance you can get! Showing willing 

and enthusiasm, along with an aspiration to 

continually learn will set you up for a great career 

in transport. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes, 

they offer ways to continually improve both 

professionally and personally. 

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

My decision to study geography was based upon 

an enjoyment of the subject, the variety of topics 

meant there was always something new to learn 

and the speed of change in the world around us 
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meant this was never likely to change.  A 

geographical background provides a unique 

position for any career, enabling us to 

understand complex issues and how these 

impact the world around us. 
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Victoria Chater-Lea 

Environmental Advisor 

How did you get to where you are now? 

I went to the University of York where I studied 

Environmental Geography and completed an 

integrated Masters in Corporate Social 

Responsibility. I worked at Cyient doing GIS for 11 

months, before working at Kier as an 

Environmental Technican for nearly a year and a 

half on their highways maintenance projects. 

Recently I started working as an Environmental 

Advisor for Ferrovial, based at Heathrow.  

 

Was there anything particularly useful that 

helped you get into this role? 

My experience at Kier in construction certainly 

helped, and having a Masters put me ahead. Also, 

having a general knowledge of climate change 

and other relevant environmental principles is 

useful.  

 

What do you do as part of your role? 

I oversee the environmental aspects of major civil 

engineering projects, which means I am 

responsible for permits, management plans, 

processes, innovations, carbon savings, material 

approvals, and site inspections. I work alongside 

other project teams as this role is heavily 

collaboration focused, and I am also involved in 

various Heathrow sustainability working groups 

such as Clean Vehicle partnership and Carbon 

Trust meetings. 

 

What skills and characteristics do you need 

for this role, apart from geographical 

knowledge? 

Communication and teamwork are essential in 

my role, as I have to know what is happening on 

site especially when any issues arise. Critical 

thinking is important too as I have an element of 

decision making in my role, and innovation is 

always at the forefront of our processes.  

 

How does geography feature in your work/

what difference does it make? 

I would say that geography is highly important in 

my work because airports are all about 

connecting people. I am working on improving 

Heathrow in an environmentally friendly manner, 

and so environmental and sustainability 

principles are fundamental. I wouldn’t be able to 

do my role now without having studied 

geography. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

I enjoy how varied my job is - no two days are the 

same. My job forces me to think and continue to 

develop - you are rarely bored and there is 

always something to do. It’s interesting watching 

a project develop and attending all the progress 

meetings.  

 

What are the opportunities for career 

progression? Where might you be in five 

years’ time? 

The next step up for me would be Senior 

Job title: Environmental Advisor 

Organisation: Ferrovial Agroman  

Location: London, UK 

W: www.rgs.org/iamageographer 



Environmental Advisor and then Environmental 

Manager. I see myself moving up the career 

ladder, at least to a senior role, if not a manager. 

Also with the expansion at Heathrow, I’m sure my 

role will dramatically change and I will take on a 

lot more responsibility.  

 

What advice would you give to someone 

wanting to go in to this career? 

Try and complete as many internships and work 

experiences as you can. I found that I had 

graduated university with no real relevant 

experience and struggled to get an 

environmental role. It’s really competitive out 

there, but once you are in, you are in! And lastly 

keep pursuing your passion - you will end up in 

the role one day. I graduated July 2016 and in 

November 2017 I landed my first proper 

environmental role, and now I’ve managed to 

become an Environmental Advisor (although I’m 

on a very steep learning curve!). There is also an 

element of luck of looking in the right place at the 

right time.  

 

Why did you choose geography? Why should 

others choose geography? 

I chose geography because of my love of travel, 

other cultures, the outdoors, the environment and 

sustainability. I followed my passion for it to study 

a degree and I can’t imagine studying anything 

else. I grasped the concepts fairly easily as I 

always had an interest and now I’ve managed to 

go into a relevant career which I’m really happy 

about.  
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