
GS32120 – Sedimentary Environments 

Lecture 8 Anthropogenic Disruptors and Plastics 

 

Prior tasks 

1) Watch the pre-recorded Lecture 8a April 2021 that provides a short overview of the arguments for 

and against humans being the dominant geological agent, and briefly traces the history of the 

development of the Anthropocene concept. 

 

Active learning exercise 1 (~20 minutes) 

1) Read the two short articles that brought the embryonic term ‘Anthropocene’ to wider attention 

(available on Blackboard), and then answer the associated questions: 

Crutzen, P.J. and Stoermer, E.F. 2000. The “Anthropocene”. IGBP Newsletter 41: 17-18. 

Crutzen, P.J. 2002. Geology of mankind. Nature 415: 23. 

 

  
 

i) To what extent does consideration of human impacts on sedimentary environments, 
landforms/landscapes, and the geological record feature in these articles?; 

ii) Why is consideration of these aspects a key part of any debate over a putative Anthropocene 
time interval? 

 
  



GS32120 – Sedimentary Environments 

 

Prior tasks 

1) Watch the pre-recorded Lecture 8b April 2021 that provides an overview of abiotic and biotic 

geological agents, and compares landscape shaping by natural and human agents.  

 

Active learning exercise 2 (~20 minutes) 

1) The oblique aerial view below (from Google Earth, centred on 25.045464°N, 55.317330°E) 

illustrates some of the distinctive urban developments in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, that are 

altering the Persian Gulf coastline.  From this image and from your own browsing of the wider 

region, attempt to answer the following questions: 

 

i) How do you think these developments are impacting on sedimentary environments, 
landforms/landscapes, and the geological record?; 

ii) Do you think that humans are the dominant geological agent in this setting, at least in the present 
day?  If so, why?  If not, why not?; 

iii)  What do you think are the key factors that will determine the longevity of the impact of these 
developments on sedimentary environments, landforms/landscapes, and the geological record?  

 
  



GS32120 – Sedimentary Environments 

 

Prior tasks 

1) Watch the pre-recorded Lecture 8c April 2021 that puts human agency in perspective alongside 

other disruptors to sedimentary environments, outlines relevant space and time considerations, 

and also considers the distinctiveness of human sedimentary signatures. 

 

Active learning exercise 3 (~15 minutes) 

1) Read the following short article (available on Blackboard) that makes the case for managing and 

deliberately shaping landscapes to sequester carbon, and then answer the associated questions: 

Kelly, R. 2007. Carbon geomorphology. Geophemera, 101: 24-25. 

 

 

 
 

i) Nearly 15 years on, to what extent have the predictions made by Kelly come true?; 

ii) Do you think increased landsurface shaping (for carbon sequestration or other environmental 

management purposes) is a good development, a bad development, or something in between?  

Why do you think this? 

  



GS32120 – Sedimentary Environments 

 

Prior tasks 

1) Watch the pre-recorded Lecture 8d April 2021 that provides an overview of human-made (‘novel’) 

materials in sedimentary environments, with a particular focus on the transport of plastics from 

source to sink. 

 

Active learning exercise 4 (~20 minutes) 

Read the following short articles (available on Blackboard or online) that address different aspects of 

plastics in sedimentary environments, and then attempt to answer the associated questions:  

1) Corcoran, P.L. and Jazvac, K. 2020. The consequence that is plastiglomerate. Nature Reviews 1: 6-7. 

 

Note the statement that: “plastiglomerate  represents a powerful icon of human impacts …. no 

longer only a scientific find, but also an object of power that involves an emotional reaction”.  

 

i) Do you agree that plastiglomerate is a powerful icon of human impacts?; 

ii) Can you think of other sedimentary environment-related icons of human impacts?; 

iii)  Do you think emotional reaction to plastic pollution and other forms of environmental 

degradation is helpful or unhelpful for addressing environmental management challenges? 

 

2) The following online, non-specialist article considers the fate of disposable face masks and gloves – 

plastics-based, durable materials – that are now working their into the geological cycle, particularly 

during the COVID-19 pandemic: 

Holmes, R., Fugagnoli, A. and Zalasiewicz, J. 2020. What will COVID-19 look like to geologists in the 

far future?  The Conversation, July 28th 2020. Available at: https://theconversation.com/what-will-

covid-19-look-like-to-geologists-in-the-far-future-143085 

 

i) One of the reader’s comments asked: “And what exactly is the problem with countless billions of 

microplastic fragments ending up in deep sea muds?  It sounds like effective carbon 

sequestration, however inadvertent.” 

 

What would you say in response to this question? 

https://theconversation.com/what-will-covid-19-look-like-to-geologists-in-the-far-future-143085
https://theconversation.com/what-will-covid-19-look-like-to-geologists-in-the-far-future-143085

