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More about our title im-
age...
The choice of title image is related 
to our EPG theme for next year: To 
celebrate the success of ESA satel-
lite launches so far, and in antici-
pation of the upcoming launch of 
Sentinel-2B in 2017, we will base 
our activities in the Environmental 
Physics Group all around the Sen-
tinel mission.

Satellite data are more and more 
important for studying the phys-
ical processes on our planet. The 
title image was created using data 
from ESA’s Sentinel satellites to 
study surface deformation asso-
ciated with the recent magnitude 
6.5 earthquake in central Italy. See 
caption below. Find more informa-
tion on Sentinel here: http://www.
esa.int/Our_Activities/Observing_
the_Earth/Copernicus/Overview4

Additional details from ESA:
Title: East–west shift
Released: 03/11/2016 3:00 pm
Copyright: Contains modified 
Copernicus Sentinel data (2016)/
ESA/CNR-IREA
Caption: In the early hours of 30 
October 2016, a 6.5 magnitude 
earthquake struck central Italy. 
Scientists from Italy’s Institute for 
Electromagnetic Sensing of the En-
vironment combined several pairs 
of Copernicus Sentinel-1 radar 
images acquired between 25 Octo-
ber and 1 November 2016 to anal-
yse ground displacements caused 
by the quake. The results show an 
eastwards shift of about 40 cm in 
the vicinity of Montegallo, while a 
westwards shift of about 30 cm is 
centred in the area of Norcia.
The work was carried out under 
the coordination of the Italian De-
partment of Civil Protection, and 
in collaboration with Italy’s Na-
tional Institute for Geophysics and 
Volcanology.

From the editor

This newsletter is the first after a 
longer than usual pause. To make 
up for it, we have completely re-
vamped the design. In the new lay-
out, we bring to you reports from 
events throughout the year, our 
new “Meet our Members” section, 

and insights into the work of our 
committee. We hope that you en-
joy what we’ve come up with! If 
you have any feedback or would 
like to contribute to future news-
letters, please email us at any point 
in time. This could be a great op-
portunity for someone wanting 
to add their voice to reporting on 
environmental physics events, or 
someone wanting to test the waters 
of science journalism and commu-
nication!

Katharina Unglert
(EPG Committee Member

& Newsletter Editor)

Katharina Unglert
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The fineprint...
This newsletter is created as a joint effort of the committee members of 
the Environmental Physics Group. The committee retains copyright for 
all images and content unless otherwise stated. 

Any questions or suggestions? Please email our 
chair Hugh Mortimer at hugh.mortimer@stfc.ac.uk.
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Coastal Evolution: Physics versus Biology
Environmental Physics Group Committee member Chris Lavers reports on the 
third in our series of meetings on environmental research in the South West.

This was the third meeting in our 
regional SW series looking at en-
vironmental research in the South 
West. The meeting was support-
ed by a partnership between the 
Environmental Physics Group, the 
South West Physics Group, and 
Exeter University. It took place on 
Wednesday 23rd September 2015 
at 1900 at the Peter Chalk Centre, 
University of Exeter, with refresh-
ments available from 7pm and the 
talk commencing at 7:30pm. This 
talk was extremely well attended 
with 48 attendees including Pro-
fessor Roy Sambles, the IOP Pres-
ident Elect, and a very welcome 
mini-bus full of A-level students 
from Wellington!

Barend van Maanen, although 
from Exeter, researches at the Uni-
versity of Southampton and came 
to illustrate the importance of bio-
physical interactions by presenting 
new research on coastal evolution.

Barend started by explaining that 
over recent years it has become 
increasingly clear that many envi-
ronmental systems cannot be fully 
understood without considering 
both physical and biological pro-
cesses, as well as their interaction. 

In tropical and subtropical re-
gions, mangroves often occupy the 
area between the land and the sea. 
These ecosystems interact with 

physical forces such as waves and 
tides. The main question is, what 
are the leading factors driving 
the evolution of the coast in these 
regions: physical or biological?
Barend’s talk looked at the com-
plex interplay between the impact 

of vegetation and wave processes, 
including inter-tidal salt marshes, 
coastal erosion in Suffolk, and the 
stabilising effect of sediments and 
vegetation on the tops of dunes. 

The impact of mangroves on 
stabilising channel banks in New 

Zealand was dramatically seen 
in aerial imagery. The question 
arising for future study is how do 
mangroves influence large-scale 
landscape over time? 
Barend also presented results of 
his finite difference simulation 
modelling over time, including 
both the contribution of waves us-
ing standard wave equations, and 
the best available model inputs 
for the more complex biological 
variables and processes, such as 
rules of how mangroves affect sed-
iment transport, what the growth 
and the decay rates of mangroves 
are, etc. Discussion of the topic 
finished with the possibility of 
further work to include more 
anthropogenic aspects, such as use 
of breakwaters, piers, and groynes, 
given that man’s impact on the 
coast is also a key factor to add to 
that of physics and biology.

The Environmental Physics Group 
would particularly like to thank 
Dr Alice Mills, Ogden Science 
Officer at the University of Exeter, 
and Dr Miranda Addey, SW Re-
gional IOP Officer for their hard 
work in organising, and clearing 
up afterwards at the events in 
Exeter this year. It is hoped that 
other events of topical environ-
mental interest will continue this 
series further.

Have you attended an event or meeting recently and would like to write about 
it? Please get in touch with our chair Hugh at hugh.mortimer@stfc.ac.uk. 



Meet our Members

This is the first article in our new series “Meet our Members”. In each news-
letter, we will meet a member of the Environmental Physics Group and learn 
about their involvement in environmental physics. Today we’re featuring 
Stefán Smith, a lecturer in Energy Systems in the Built Environment at the 
University of Reading.

EPG Committee: How are you in-
volved in environmental physics?

Stefán Smith: I am a lecturer in 
Energy Systems and the Built 
Environment at the University 
of Reading and my research and 
teaching focus on environmental 
factors that influence our use of 
energy - specifically in an urban 
context. This perhaps is not a typi-
cal space you would associate with 
a member of the environmental 
physics group, but there are many 
aspects of city and building design 
that can and should be informed 
by physics; ranging from under-
standing thermal comfort issues 
in and around buildings to issues 

of air quality and dispersion of 
pollutants. A big aspect of my re-
search focusses on improving our 
understanding of the relationship 
of city development and energy 
use to street-level and city-level 
climate. By modelling the physi-
cal and human processes at play 
in the city (and using monitor-
ing campaigns to support model 
development) the energy fluxes 
present in cities and the spatial 
and temporal variability of these 
fluxes can be studied.

What does your typical day look 
like?

My days tend to be a mix of 
student supervision, lectures and 
preparation, admin, and research. 
If I’m doing my research then 
typically I’m behind a computer 
screen analysing data, or working 
with/developing models. 

How did you get to where you are 
now, professionally?

Where do I start? Going back 20 
years or so, before university, I had 
my sights set on studying geo-
physics - motivated by spending 
a lot of my childhood with family 
in Iceland. My interest in physics 
more generally grew from there 

and I ended up studying physics at 
university. After my undergradu-
ate degree I studied for a masters 
in computing and then went on to 
work in industry, modelling things 
I can’t talk about. This time away 
from academia made me realise I 
was moving away from what really 
interested me (physics and the 
environment) and so I looked to 
do a PhD. Whilst I wanted to con-
nect back with physics, I was keen 
to study in an applied context. 
The cause and solutions for many 
of the challenges we face today 
can be linked to cities and so this 
provided clear motivation for my 
choice to focus on research in the 
built environment. From there I 
went on to be a research fellow on 
a couple of EPSRC funded re-
search projects before joining the 
University of Reading as a lecturer.   

What are you up to when you’re 
not working?

When I’m not working … I have 
three young daughters that do a 
very good job of keeping me busy 
and active, but I also try to find 
time to play the guitar. I’m cur-
rently doing my best to entertain/
annoy my family by learning many 
different fingerpicking styles.

If you would like to tell us about your involvement with environmental physics 
in a future newsletter, please email Hugh at hugh.mortimer@stfc.ac.uk.



What do EPG Committee members do?

Hugh Deighton, treasurer and long-term EPG Committee member, gives us a 
glimpse into the committee’s tasks throughout the year.

Each of IoP’s groups has a volun-
teer committee whose responsi-
bility is to organise events for the 
group’s members.  The centrepiece 
of these events for EPG is the 
annual topical meeting and this 
year’s was held at King’s College 
London on 4 August with the 
subject of pollution.  We plan to 
devote 2017 to the general subject 
of the EU Copernicus Sentinel 
satellite programme.  Further 
subject-related activities such as 
visits to environment-related in-
stitutions are also organised by the 
committee for members to attend.
 
In addition the committee pre-
pares regular newsletters but we 
also attend a number of meet-
ings related to the Institute more 
broadly.  This year, for example, 
IOP set up the first Groups Net-
working Event in August to which 
representatives from all groups 
were invited.  About 40 of the 48 
groups attended and each group 
provided a 2-minute overview of 
its activities.  The aim was to spark 
ideas about possible inter-group 
discussions and activities where 
areas of interest overlap or are 
complementary.
 
As one example, the Nuclear 
Industry Group approached us 
because at that time the Govern-
ment’s decision about Hinkley 

Point had not been announced 
and NIG wanted to obtain EPG’s 
views on the possible environmen-
tal impact of the proposed new 
power station.  In this instance 
the decision about Hinkley Point 
was made shortly afterwards and 
the discussion between the two 
groups was thus pre-empted.  
IOP expects to hold further such 
Groups Networking Events and we 
will no doubt attend them, but if 
members have any suggestions for 
possible inter-group activities the 
committee would welcome them.
 
Another discussion we held very 
recently was with the Remote 
Sensing and Photogrammetry 
Society (RSPSoc) whose interests 
clearly have a lot in common with 
those of EPG.  We have agreed 
to exchange our programmes of 
activity for 2017 with them so that 
again we can foster a closer rela-
tionship and learn from each oth-
er’s experiences, thus promoting 
the interests of both organisations.
 
One other example of an IOP-or-
ganised event which is attended by 
committee members is the Group 
Officers’ Forum at which the IOP’s 
support for groups is discussed 
with all groups.  It is also an op-
portunity for further inter-group 
networking.  This year’s meeting 
was held on 29 November and 

one point of particular interest 
for EPG was that there is now a 
big push from IOP to market all 
groups as vigorously as possible as 
a way of extending IOP member-
ship.  Currently only about 20% of 
IoP’s 50,000 members are mem-
bers of any of the 48 groups and 
IoP believes that group member-
ship is one of the main benefits of 
being an IOP member.  Given that 
membership of any number of 
groups is free, it is clear that IOP 
members are not sufficiently aware 
of the existence of the groups.  
Although EPG is one of the bigger 
groups (with around 650 mem-
bers) we would be interested in 
extending our membership and 
so if EPG members know of any 
IOP members who would like to 
join us, please do encourage them, 
which is very simple through 
the MyIOP website (https://
www.iop.org/membership/login.
jsp?sec=true).
 
The IOP also reminded groups 
that they have set aside £27.5k 
for 2017 for the research student 
conference fund to help with 
attendance to conferences, and 
there is a further central fund to 
help early career researchers with 
bursaries.  Details can be found on 
the IOP website at http://www.iop.
org/about/grants/index.html.

Did you know? The IOP has almost 50 different groups just like ours, and 
there may be opportunities for you to contribute to the groups and their com-
mittees. 



Environmental Physics Essay 
Competition

Got a knack for writing? There’s a burning environ-
mental physics topic you’ve always wanted to talk 
about? Enter our 2017 Essay Competition.

The annual Institute of Physics 
Environmental Physics Group 
essay competition is now open. 
Entries can cover any aspect of en-
vironmental physics. The compe-
tition is open to all (IOP members 
or non-members, individuals or 
groups) with prizes in two catego-
ries; entrants in secondary educa-
tion and entrants studying for, or 
with a degree. Entries should be 
accompanied with a short biogra-
phy of the author(s).
 
Prizes
Cash prizes of up to £200 plus a 
certificate, an invitation to pres-
ent at the group’s annual meeting 
and consideration for publication. 
All entrants will receive free IOP 
membership for three months. 
Entries must be original and will 
be judged on writing quality and 
content.
 Entries and enquiries should be 

e-mailed to env.essay@physics.org. 
Further details can be found at 
http://env.iop.org.
 
Closing date: 28 February 2017

Our name: We 
need you!

Our newsletter needs a 
name, and as our valued 
members we need YOU 
to choose it! 
We would like to give our news-
letter a name that represents many 
aspects of environmental physics 
and our daily work. Here’s your 
chance to shape the future of this 
publication. Submit as many name 
suggestions as you like to 
hugh.mortimer@stfc.ac.uk.

We will collect suggestions and 
put out a vote to determine the 
most popular option.

Closing date for suggestions: 28 
February 2017

Coming up next time: Science Nuggets
Have you recently published a paper and would you like to extend its reach? 
Can you summarise the paper into concise bullets in language accessible to 
non-experts? Would you like some exposure and practice in science commu-
nication? Submit a Science Nugget.

In our next newsletter we will have 
our first Science Nugget. These 
short descriptions of new scientific 
findings are a great way of engag-
ing different audiences with your 
latest results. They are now often 
used by universities and big ins-
tutions like NASA. The equivalent 

of no more than one powerpoint 
slide of text, including two pic-
tures or graphics and a link with 
the citation and information about 
collaborators/funding agencies, 
the nuggets are a small, but effec-
tive space to get your work seen. 
If you’re interested in showcasing 

your work in our next newsletter, 
please email us at hugh.mortim-
er@stfc.ac.uk and we will provide 
you with a template. Applications 
will be accepted at any time, and 
- depending on space - will be 
included in future newsletters at 
the editor’s discretion.
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