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Celebrating Darwin 
 
On the 24th November 1859 a rather ordinary looking book, bound in green 
cloth and with a only a single illustration, was published in London. This book – 
Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species - changed biology for ever. Exactly 
one hundred and fifty one years later The Natural History Museum in Milan, 
Italy, held its annual day of public lectures on evolution.  
 This year their theme was ‘biodiversity’, and the opening lecture of the 
day was given by Dr Dave Wilkinson (NSP).  Dave’s lecture was entitled ‘The 
ecological and evolutionary components of biodiversity; unravelling Darwin’s 
entangled bank’.  In the lecture he concentrated on several aspects of the 
topic that will be familiar to LJMU students who have attended his lectures or 
read his books and research papers. His key points were the crucial role of 
microorganisms in ecological processes, the central importance of ideas of 
trade-offs in understanding questions in ecology and evolution (such as why 
the world is not dominated by a very limited number of species) and the need 
for a global approach to ecology that can help address all the changes hu-
mans are causing to the planet. On this latter point he discussed James Love-
lock’s ideas on Gaia as one important way of thinking about these problems at 
a planetary scale.  

Clarifying Mindfulness  
 
Dr Peter Malinowski is working with colleagues from the  Institute of Psychiatry, University of 
Bologna, Italy to clarify the conceptual basis underpinning current research into mindfulness 
and, more generally, meditation practice. While the popularity of mindfulness-based prac-
tices in clinical and non-clinical settings is growing exponentially, comprehensive, evidence-
based theoretical frameworks for positioning this research is sketchy and inconsistent. For 
instance, the term mindfulness is conceptualised in several distinct ways, denoting a medi-
tation practice, a state of mind, a personal disposition or even an attitude towards one’s own 
thoughts and feelings. More conceptual clarity is needed to guide the related research. Be-
yond providing an overview and summary of differences and commonalities regarding the 

different mindfulness-based approaches, they are working to establish a theoretical framework that accounts for 
psychological processes underlying the development of mindfulness through meditation practice. 

Domesticating fruit trees for the future  
 
Dr Colm Bowe was an invited scientific committee member at the Inter-
national Symposium on Indigenous Fruit Trees for Dryland Africa: Do-
mestication for Use in a Changing Environment held at the Centre 
CIEVRA, Allada (Republic of Benin) 25-27 October 2010. The confer-
ence was attended by participants from Europe, Africa and Asia. 
 Colm presented his work on looking at the density and environ-
mental niche of the fruit tree species tamarind (Tamarindus indica). This 
was partly based on work he had carried out with local colleagues in 
Senegal. This work assessed the species potential to adapt to changing 
climates and identified possible future refugia. The conference was or-
ganized by members of the European Union funded DADOBAT-Project 
on which Colm previously worked. The projects objectives were to de-
velop sustainable production systems of indigenous fruit tree species in 
three West-African countries based on characterization, conservation 
and use of local genetic resources. Right: Colm talks to Dr Baragur N. 
Divakara from the Indian Council of Forestry Research and Education on a visit to the Africa Rice Centre, a 
CGIAR (Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research) centre in Cotonou, Benin.  



 

 

New researchers in the School 
 
Christina Stanley has started her PhD about equid social behaviour under 
the supervision of Dr. Claudia Mettke-Hofmann and Prof. Filippo Aureli in 
collaboration with Dr. Susanne Shultz, Oxford University. She aims to 
compare the complexity of the social system in different species - free-
ranging Welsh ponies and zebras in Africa. Right: a zebra in the Water-
berg, South Africa. 
 
We also welcome Dr Eline van Asperen who has started a fellowship 
funded by a Marie Curie European Reintegration Grant. The project - Peo-
ple, prey and predators: community dynamics in the Last Interglacial - 
aims to reconstruct the faunal communities of the European Last Intergla-
cial. Approaching the large mammal fauna as a dynamic assemblage of 
species interacting with each other whilst adapting to large climatic 
changes. The study focuses on variations in faunal interactions across a 
large geographical-climatological gradient, and the causal processes un-
derlying these variations. This will shed light on longstanding questions in 
Quaternary vertebrate palaeontology, such as the reasons for the enig-
matic absence of humans, horses and forest rhinos from the British Isles during the last Interglacial (~125,000 
years ago).    

Medical applications of virtual technology 
 

Dr Steph Davy-Jow and her US-based colleagues have been awarded two grants totaling $28,000 to continue 
their research into medical applications of virtual modeling techniques. The 2010 Thomas Benson award and a 
Tampa General Hospital Research Grant were both awarded to Create a novel technique for ultrasound-
guided Interstim lead placement. This project uses virtual pelvis models from clinical CT to aid uro-
gynaecologists in the placement of devices to treat uncontrollable bladder incontinence.  

 

Food, appetite and mindfulness 
 
Dr Paul Lattimore hosted the Regional Association for the Study of Obesity meeting in LJMU Art and Design 
Academy in December. The meeting was entitled Pleasure & Reward: fMRI perspectives on appetite regulation. 
Keynote speakers included: Prof. Francis McGlone (LJMU), Prof. Morten Kringelbach (Oxford) and Prof. John 
Blundell (Leeds). The meeting attracted delegates from UK, Finland, The Netherlands, Sweden and Spain. 
 
In early February the Mindfulness Research Group organised a successful one-day workshop introducing mind-
fulness practices in relation to eating disorders. The workshop, delivered by Geraldine Thomas from Mindflow 
Solutions (Hoylake)  brought together colleagues from several Eating Disorder Services in and around Mersey-
side, as well as researchers from LJMU and the University of Bradford, strengthening an existing collaboration 
with Liverpool’s Eating Disorders Service.  

Investigating the properties of soil 
 

NSP PhD student Shaun Sparke (supervised by Jenny 
Jones) has just completed a contract funded by Envirolink to 
investigate the impact of biochar on soil properties.  Biochar 
has been shown by other researchers to increase soil fertility 
whilst improving soil structure and biological activity.  
Shaun’s work, which was based in the Faculty’s environ-
mental chamber, suggests that some claims may be exag-
gerated and that the overall impact of biochar on soil proper-
ties may depend upon the texture of the recipient soil.  The 
outcomes of this research were presented to the Envirolink 
Special Interest Group meeting in February. Shaun will also 
present his PhD research at the British Society for Soil Sci-
ence Post-graduate conference in York in March and at the 
International Symposium on Organic Matter Management and Compost Use in Horticulture in Australia in 
April. (Above right: samples under study in the environmental chamber.) 



 

 

2010 Awards for Excellence  
 
The Emerald Literati Network chose an article by Margaret Coffey, Lindsey Dugdill and Andy Tattersall entitled 
Designing a stress management intervention in social services as the Outstanding Paper of the Year. The paper 
was published in the International Journal of Workplace Health Management in 2009. 
 

Carbon dynamics in soils 
 
Helen McCormack, an NSP MPhil student supervised by Dr Jenny Jones, was awarded a British Federation of 
Women Graduates (BFWG) travel bursary to enable her to attend the Soil Association Annual conference in 
Manchester in early February. Helen is researching carbon dynamics in agricultural soils with a view to advising 
farmers on how to manage their land to sequester carbon more effectively.  Attending the conference allowed 
her to network with a range of land users and to learn more about research into carbon in soils.  Helen has also 
been asked to give a presentation on her research to the regional meeting of BFWG in October.  
 

Examining visitor behaviour in museums 
and galleries.  
 
Dr Stephen Fairclough is part of the ARtSENSE consortium, a 
new project funded by the European Commission.  This project is 
concerned with the development of new technology to enhance 
the experience of visiting museums and galleries.  Specifically, 
the project will investigate how capturing the psychological and behavioural context of the visitor may be used to 
develop real-time provision of information using augmented reality technology.  The project involves a multidisci-
plinary team of computer scientists, psychologists and museum curators from five different countries.  The re-
search conducted within NSP will focus on real-time classification of attention and emotional variables using psy-
chophysiological measures. For further details see the project website at: http://www.artsense.eu/ 

Forthcoming conferences  
 
May 8th 2011. Brain and Body Interfaces: Designing 
for Meaningful Interaction. This workshop at the 
Computer Human Interaction (CHI) conference in 
Vancouver, is being organised by Stephen Fair-
clough and Kiel Gilleade (both NSP) in collaboration 
with colleagues from the University of Saskatche-
wan, Canada.  
 
June 14th-15th 2011. The 7th annual Quaternary Ver-
tebrate Research Group (QUAVER) meeting will be 
hosted by NSP at LJMU. This meeting is being or-
ganised by Julie Valentine, Emma Toole, Hannah 
O’Regan, Nick Felstead and Ian Smith (all NSP).   

 

Pondering porcupines 
 
Dr Hannah O’Regan, in collaboration with colleagues at the Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand, has been investigating bone collec-
tion by the Cape porcupine (Hystrix africaeaustralis) and its impli-
cations for palaeoenvironmental reconstructions. The contents of 
five lairs, collected in 1956, from the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, 
South Africa were examined. The bones from the lairs were from a 
variety of species, ranging from mongeese to large antelopes. Al-
though all sizes of bones had been collected by the porcupines 
the largest bones had the highest frequency of gnawing. Porcu-
pines may also carry bones over large distances, but just how far 
remains to be tested. The work on porcupine lairs has now been 
accepted for publication by the Journal of Taphonomy, but the 
research on porcupine behaviour and it’s implications for human 
evolution studies continues… Right: Porcupine footprints and quill trails in Rose Cottage Cave, South Africa. 

Research meets politics 
 

In addition to a research 
seminar at the Max Planck 
Institute for Biogeochemis-
try in Germany, Dave Wil-
kinson also contributed to a 
meeting of the All Party 
Group on Climate Change 
in Westminster in Novem-
ber. Dave was talking about the implications of his 
ideas on the vegetation of Ascension Island for ap-
proaches to reduce atmospheric carbon dioxide levels. 
Above right: the Palace of Westminster. Parliamentary 
copyright images are reproduced with the permission 
of Parliament. 
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Forthcoming research seminars 
 

Natural Science seminars take place every week on Wednesdays at 4.30pm in Room 327, Byrom Street.  
 

March 9th Andy Young, LJMU. Namaqualand, South Africa. 

 

March 16th  Richard Payne, Manchester Metropolitan University. The most important microbes you've  

 never heard of?: 3 good reasons to care about testate amoebae. 

 

Psychology seminars are held on Tuesdays at 1pm in the Board Room (room 1.49) in the Tom Reilly Building. 
 

March 1st  Naomi Fisher (LJMU) Satisfying this hunger or at least not feeling this way: The relationship be 
  tween mindfulness, emotion regulation, habitual thinking and hedonically motivated eating and  
  Elena Soto Calvo (LJMU) Cognitive Skills and Mathematical Development.  
 

March 15th  Ulrich Ott, Bender Institute of Neuroimaging, University of Giessen, Germany. Neuroscience of 
        meditation. 
 


