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What is Decision Making?

You may feel that this is new, and is something you are coming across for the first time, 
now that you are studying at A Level. It is true that this may be the first time that your 
decision making skills in Geography have been tested in any systematic way, but you 
have been making geographical decisions ever since you first started studying Geography. 

Where is the best place to locate a settlement? On top of a hill for defence, close to a water 
supply for cooking and washing, close to resources such as forests for fuel and food, on 
flat ground, on the crossing point of a river. Perhaps the settlement is better sited avoiding 
some places – marshy ground, high mountains, poor soils. All of these features would help 
you to make that decision.

Think about where it would be best to open a fast food outlet in your local town. What are 
the numbers of shoppers or other service users? What is the competition from other fast 
food outlets? What threshold population would you need to sustain a service like this? Is 
there an advantage is being close to other fast food outlets? Can you get supplies easily? 
Would it be better to be the only outlet in that area selling the type of food you plan to 
sell? Is there parking nearby? How good are the transport links? Does your outlet have 
good visibility?

You are opening a factory making textiles. Where do you locate it? What if the power 
source that the factory uses over time changes, say from water to coal – should the 
factory change location? Where is the market for your textiles? What if that changes? 
Where do you get your raw materials? Where does your workforce live? What wages do 
you have to pay them and yet stay competitive in the price of your textiles? How good are 
the transport links to and from your factory?

Where would you locate a National Park in Northern Ireland? Where would you draw 
the boundaries? Why there? What advantages might living in a National Park bring 
for its residents? What disadvantages might there be? How will having a National Park 
in the country affect those people who do not live in it? What affect will it have on the 
workplaces in the national Park – the quarries, the farms, the factories, the processing 
plants, the agricultural suppliers, the tourism facilities, the shops and the builders?

Some of these questions might be familiar to you and they are all examples of decision 
making in Geography.

So, decision making is not new. It is about making geographical decisions. 

• Should a new development take place? 
• Where should it be built? 
• What will be the impact on the people that live there? 
• What will be the impact on people across the country? 
• Does it bring jobs? 
• Does it bring social benefits by improving the area for people – perhaps better 

communications, more money for developments such as schools and leisure centres? 
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• Does it impact on the environment? 
• Is that environmental impact positive or negative? Or is it a little bit positive and a 

little bit negative? 
• What steps are the developers taking to reduce the negative consequences?
• What about the impact on the economy? 
• Will it bring more money to the area? Will it make people wealthier? Will wages rise 

and unemployment fall?

Geographical decisions are all around us and you are used to dealing with them in 
Geography classes. They can be contentious and people may have very strong views on 
them. It is these views which make the developments in the Decision Making Paper a 
geographical ‘issue’. The photograph below, taken in Country Antrim close to Moira and 
the border with County Down, shows strong feelings about a proposed development.

	
Source: S. Roulston

Fig 1: A sign in Country Antrim against plans for waste disposal or recycling in the 
area

Some issues drag on for years, while some are settled and decisions made about them in a 
comparatively short time. 

As this was being written, there was an issue in Woodburn Forest, west of Carrickfergus, as 
Infrastrata, a drilling company, did some exploratory drilling in a search for oil reserves. 

This issue was being covered widely in the media:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-34051516

http://www.notforshale.com/Infrastrata.html

The company said that there may be 40 million barrels of oil a few thousand metres below 
the ground. The company explained that only 3 hectares of this large forest were to be 
closed, and only for a limited time.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-34051516
http://www.notforshale.com/Infrastrata.html
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However, local people, backed by campaign groups Stop The Drill and Fracking Free 
Ireland, voiced fears about the impact on groundwater as the test borehole was only 400m 
away from a reservoir. They blocked roads and staged protests, with one arrest. Flyers 
were produced asking people to “Stand up for your right to safe and clean drinking water!” 
alongside a map showing the affected area. This may not be an issue in a year’s time or it 
may remain contentious for many years to come as decisions are made as to whether to 
proceed with it. It is difficult to predict for how long these issues will remain contentious. 
In fact by 16 June 2016 the exploratory drilling in Woodburn Forest had stopped after no 
oil was found.
 

Fig.2 Flyer produced by Stop the Drill campaign.

Some developments, even after they have been constructed and are up and running, 
still produce strong views. Natural gas was discovered in the Corrib Gas field off the coast 
of Mayo in the west of Ireland in 1996. The project began to be developed in 2004 but 
was delayed in the face of local opposition in 2006, and was used for a Decision Making 
Exercise in A Level Geography soon after. The company were not finally given the go-
ahead to start to extract the gas until 2015, but the issue still produces much local 
debate and strong feelings on both sides For arguments against go to: Shell to Sea, http://
www.shelltosea.com/ . Some protestors have even gone to jail about that issue. See The 
Rossport Five http://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/jul/18/oil.ireland 

Geographical issues are real – they affect people, economies and environments. People 
can engage in passionate and heated debates, whichever side of the argument they 
are on. Others can see both sides of the argument, but may lean towards one or the 
other. For many people the issue is crucial to them and their families, or to much-loved 
environments. Many issues will affect local people in life-altering ways and they will take 
considerable steps in support of or in opposition to the proposed change. Go to these 
places, talk to these people and you will find passion and sometimes anger and raised 
voices. Issues are real and they affect real people in real ways.

Geographical issues used for decision making exercises have included:

• a new bridge of the River Thames in East London;
• a new golf course in Aberdeenshire;

STOP
THE
DRILL
CAMPAIGN

DO YOU DRINK WATER IN 
Belfast, Carrickfergus, 
Newtownabbey, Larne, Whitehead, 
Ballygarry or Antrim?

STAND UP FOR YOUR RIGHT 
TO SAFE AND CLEAN 
DRINKING WATER!

Larne

Ballycarry

Antrim

Newtonabbey

Belfast

Carrickfergus

Whitehead

WITHOUT asking or informing 
you, Northern Ireland Water 
(the sole provider of water 
here) has given oil company 
Infrastrata permission to drill 
on land within 250 meters of 
houses and within 400 meters 
of a major water reservoir-
North Woodburn. Water 
from this reservoir supplies 
Dorisland Water Works which 
feeds over 1800 streets, almost 
half in Belfast. 

This is simply too close for 
comfort. Even “exploratory” 
drills carry risk; Infrastrata 
will use chemical mixes which 
contain substances that have 
not been properly assessed and 
could be toxic. Even monitored 
drill sites are not safe; the 
Minister for Environment has 
admitted to systemic failure 
in his Department. Who will 
Keep our Water Safe? Who will 
monitor this drill? 
When you turn on the tap, how 
can you know your water is 
safe? 

STOPTHEDRILLCAMPAIGN.COM
OBJECT TO THE PERMITTED DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS AT WOODBURN FOREST.

FOR MORE INFORMATION GO TO

http://www.shelltosea.com/
http://www.shelltosea.com/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/jul/18/oil.ireland
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• a potash mine in Yorkshire;
• an HEP plant and aluminium smelter in Iceland;
• a container port in Southampton;
• a golf course in County Clare;
• a salt works in Mexico;
• a cruise ship terminal in Falmouth;
• an airport on St Helena Island;
• a new terminal in Heathrow;
• a waste to energy plant close to Drogheda;
• an eco-town near Norwich;
• the widening and modernisation of the Panama Canal;
• a line of pylons through the Cairngorms;
• a pipeline and gas terminal in Mayo;
• a bypass around Aberdeen;
• a windfarm in Mondliath Mountains, Scotland.

It would seem that your Decision Making Exercise can be of any geographical 
development, be at any scale and from any country across the world. That would seem 
a very challenging context in which to have an examination. However, it is important to 
know that, whatever type of geographical issue you are provided with, they all have the 
same components at their core. 

They all involve people. Some people may feel that the proposed development would be 
helpful to them – it might open up possibilities for them in terms of employment or make 
their local area more attractive for them. It may help them to have ‘a better life’. It might 
improve the housing in the area, or bring more leisure facilities. It might bring investment 
to improve their locality. The development might attract more people into the area 
keeping schools and businesses open, which might otherwise close. Local young people, 
who might otherwise want to leave an area, may now change their minds. Infrastructure 
might improve, with better public transport for example. 

Alternatively, other people may be against a development. They may believe that it would 
lead to their locality becoming a less attractive place to live, with a loss of amenities. They 
may think that their life will be made worse by the development, and not better. They 
may fear that the jobs on offer will not be suitable for local people, thus bringing in others, 
putting pressure on limited infrastructure. They may believe that it will bring benefits in 
short term but not in the longer term. Some opponents may fear that outsiders will be 
attracted to the area, changing its character, and removing its distinctiveness. They may 
fear that the development will change the local society, and not for the better.

All developments of the type we are describing have an impact on the economy. A 
development may bring job opportunities into an area, which might have an impact 
locally or more widely. The jobs may require skills which are in abundance in the local 
area, or which would attract skilled people from other areas towards the development. 
Some might view this as a good thing for the area, while others may consider the number 
of jobs insufficient to make a real difference to the area. They may consider the type of 
jobs and their duration. Will they help the local economy by bringing in wages which are 
spent in local shops and other services. Are there jobs that local people will have the skills 
to do or will a development merely bring outsiders in for the duration of the project who 
will then leave with no material advantage left in the locality? There may also be further 
investment in the area, apart from employment. Might the local economy get a boost 
from the development? Perhaps further developments might be brought in. Might there be 
a multiplier effect on the economy with the project? Alternatively, might the development 



pg 6

GEOGRAPHY

threaten other aspects of the economy? Might a mine have a damaging impact on 
tourism or might a golf course remove access to beaches for tourists? A development 
might bring economic benefits to some but could threaten the livelihood of others.

All geographical developments will have an impact on the environment too. There may 
be direct impact, which the developer recognises but which it is felt is not so significant as 
to prevent the development going ahead. There may be short term environmental effects, 
which finish when the project has been constructed, perhaps. There may be effects but 
the developer can put in place mitigation measures, which will reduce their impact on 
the environment. For example, the development may damage the ecology of an area, 
making it difficult for a particular species to survive. The developer may include in the 
plans for the site an alternative area to replace the original one. Plants and animals can 
be relocated within the site, or elsewhere, to mitigate the effects of destroying the original 
site, although it is seldom clear how successful this process will be. Alternatively, the 
developer may claim that the project will actually increase the environmental value of the 
area. Sometimes it is accepted that some species may suffer but it may be claimed that 
another species will benefit. Environmentalists may generally fear the damage that some 
developments may do, and may find arguments against the development based on those 
concerns. 

In the last part of the report you get the chance to balance the various social, 
environmental and economic arguments. The development may threaten the environment 
of a rare snail, or a colony of rare water voles, but you may feel that the social and 
economic benefit is more important than the loss of those species. Alternatively, you 
may feel that the benefits the project will bring are not great enough to compensate for 
the environmental damage that the project will produce. You might conclude that the 
benefits to the economy are enough to compensate for the social and environmental 
costs and come down on the side of the proposed development. Perhaps you will decide 
that, while there are social and environmental gains there will be a cost to the economy 
overall so you will come out against the proposal. Any combination of factors will be there 
for you to balance against the others, and to help you to justify the decision you come 
to. Remember that there is no correct answer in each issue. You can decide for or against 
the development taking place. There is no correct answer but there is a well-justified 
answer and a less well-justified answer. It is on the basis of the quality of your argument, 
representing the grasp that you have of the Geographical issue, that the assessment of 
this paper is based.
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Heathrow Third Runway – an example 
of an issue

Background Information

Fig. 3: Map of South East England showing the location of Heathrow Airport and 
some of the Motorway network

Heathrow Airport, in South East England, was built on the western fringes of London on an 
area which was farmland until just after the Second World War.

THE ISSUE

Heathrow currently has five terminals and two runways. The fifth terminal opened in 
March 2008 (see A Level Geography Module 6 Decision Making Exercise, June 2002), which 
helps to cope with the increasing demand for air travel being experienced worldwide. 

On 15th January 2009 the then Transport Secretary, Geoff Hoon, announced Government 
approval for another runway and a sixth terminal at Heathrow. David Cameron, the leader 
of the Conservatives, said at that time “The third runway at Heathrow is not going ahead, 
no ifs, no buts”. However, when he became Prime Minister his position on the proposal 
changed and the government are now in favour of a third runway at Heathrow although at 
the time of writing a final decision has yet to be made. 

Following consideration of three proposals for the runway, a location to the north west of 
the current runways is the option preferred, built over the M25, with a 600 metre, 14 lane 
tunnel replacing an existing part of London’s orbital motorway. The new runway will have 
an accompanying terminal. 
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The two current runways operate with one just used for take-offs and the other for 
landings at any time, but the new runway will allow the proposed new northern and the 
southern of the three runways to cater for both landings and take-offs, with the middle 
runway just used for one or other on any day.

Fig. 4: An aircraft on final approach to Heathrow Airport

Up to 750 homes, including Grade II listed buildings, will be demolished to make way for 
the development and up to 694 hectares of Green Belt and 60 hectares of woodland will be 
lost. Large sections of the villages of Sipson and Harmondsworth would disappear to make 
way for the new runway and associated buildings.
 
Airport capacity – the volume of passengers with which it can cope – is set to increase at 
Heathrow, and with 72.4 million passengers each year it is already said to be operating at 
99% capacity. Construction would provide up to 60,000 jobs, and operating the expanded 
Heathrow would create up to 8,000 new jobs at Heathrow by 2030, with multiplier benefits 
to west London. The £17bn expansion plan would mean 250,000 more flights a year, at the 
airport already the busiest in the world, but which would bring an estimated £150bn boost 
to the UK’s wealth over 60 years.

It had initially been hoped that construction would start in 2015 for completion around 
2019/20, but with politicians reluctant to commit to a decision which might cost them 
votes, there have been inevitable delays. On the other hand, despite being against the 
plans when in opposition, the current Conservative Government have pledged that the 
third runway will go ahead, if it meets some conditions. These currently include:

• a ban on all scheduled night flights (11.30pm to 6.00am);
• a firm commitment in parliament not to seek to build a fourth runway in the future; 
• a legally binding limitation on noise;
• a legal commitment on air quality;
• training and apprenticeships for local people.

Even if these conditions are met, there are still likely to be legal challenges from 
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environmentalists and the local authorities, who oppose the plans. In addition, Boris 
Johnson, the then Mayor of London, was determined that this development would not 
take place and instead favoured a brand new site in the Thames Estuary. 

Fig.5: Local feelings about the proposed Heathrow expansion

As you can see there are a lot of aspects in the Heathrow Third Runway debate that there 
are in any decision making exercise – factors which affect people, the environment and 
the economy.

It is interesting to review the “Heathrow Taking Britain Further” website http://your.
heathrow.com/takingbritainfurther , which has been set up to help to convince people that 
the third runway is required, and that it will be a good thing for Britain as a whole. The 
tabs in the website are:

Sustainability
Jobs and growth
Local Community
Connecting Regions
Trade and Exports
Why Heathrow?
Support

It would give a useful insight into the minds of those in favour of the development to 
examine what is in each of these sections of the website, and to reflect on why they chose 
those headings, and the content in each page of the website, including the images used. 
Why those images? Why that emphasis? What are they trying to argue? Have they done 
it effectively? One graphic (shown below) illustrates their argument that Heathrow is a 
benefit not just for that part of the UK, but will bring up to 180,000 spin-off jobs to all of 
the UK. While the term “up to” might make you sceptical of the claim, the number of jobs 
on offer is very considerable. But you would have to ask: what sort of jobs; are they long 
term; are they just in the construction of the project; are they low paid service jobs; will 
they be available for local people … and so on. Their emphasis here is to emphasise that 
the benefits are nationwide and not just confined to the local area. Why would they feel 
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that is a point worth making? To whom are they directing that point? Why do they feel a 
need to do that? Asking questions like this of any resource will allow you to get behind the 
rhetoric and develop an understanding of how to ‘read’ these resources.

They also make the claim that the development will bring 12 million people within an 
hour of Heathrow, which is quite a feat if closer integration of the country is felt to be 
something that is desirable. Only when you examine the social cost, perhaps in terms of 
impact of noise on people below the flight path of the increasing number of flights, and 
the environmental cost – more people flying with an impact on carbon emissions and the 
environment, and the damage to the land in creating this new runway – would you be able 
to balance their claims against the claims of those opposed to the development. 

You would have to put beside these arguments the developer’s claims that they will 
mitigate the noise levels and the impact to communities around the airport by:

1. only using quieter aircraft than present;
2. rotating how the runways are used for night flights (before 6.00am) to provide noise 

relief to some communities around the airport with 1 night in 3 with reduced noise;
3. using steeper approaches being developed for aircraft to reduce the noise reaching the 

ground. 

Check some of the opponents’ websites

Stop Heathrow Expansion
http://www.stopheathrowexpansion.co.uk

They focus on the cost of the project, whether it is actually needed, the impact of flooding, 
safety, noise and air pollution.

Heathrow Association for the Control of Aircraft Noise (HACAN)
http://hacan.org.uk/latest-news-2/

Plane Stupid
http://www.planestupid.com/

Campaign to Protect Rural England
http://www.cpre.org.uk/media-centre/latest-news-releases/item/4007-third-
heathrow-runway-would-be-full-frontal-assault-on-green-belt-and-tranq
uillity?gclid=Cj0KEQiArou2BRDcoN_c6NDI3oMBEiQANeix5koKQuisR0FLI_
o5TMoISTaQTQkA0A5w7q2imhBCN4gaAmIX8P8HAQ

Opponents to large developments often rely on the commitment of local people and 
on donations and do not have large amounts of money to support their argument. In 
consequence, they often lack the professional websites and glossy PR productions that 
the large companies can harness but, nevertheless, their arguments should be examined 
in the same way, and in the same detail, and with a similarly sceptical eye. 

Check out these websites and some of the others for and against the development, and 
bring together the key facts for and against the proposal. You can supplement this by 
watching a few short YouTube videos – some of them have advertisements.

http://www.stopheathrowexpansion.co.uk
http://hacan.org.uk/latest-news-2/
http://www.planestupid.com/
http://www.cpre.org.uk/media-centre/latest-news-releases/item/4007-third-heathrow-runway-would-be-fu
http://www.cpre.org.uk/media-centre/latest-news-releases/item/4007-third-heathrow-runway-would-be-fu
http://www.cpre.org.uk/media-centre/latest-news-releases/item/4007-third-heathrow-runway-would-be-fu
http://www.cpre.org.uk/media-centre/latest-news-releases/item/4007-third-heathrow-runway-would-be-fu
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPrJxRcMJ9A

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q0TXsabfoF4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4giIXzH24IQ

You could then use these facts gleaned from the web to sketch an answer similar to that 
in a Decision Making Exercise:

• Briefly describe the proposed development and discuss the need for it.
• Discuss the possible beneficial impacts of the proposed development on people and 

the economy, and the counterarguments.
• Discuss the proposed negative impact on the environment, and the counterarguments.
• State clearly your decision and justify it on the basis of the greater overall benefits.

You could do this in a Digital Presentation, a debate or using a poster(s). You could 
divide into three groups with one allocated the anti-Third Runway argument to develop, 
one group in charge of the pro-Third runway case and with a third who would take the 
arguments of the other two groups, decide on an outcome and justify it.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPrJxRcMJ9A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q0TXsabfoF4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4giIXzH24IQ
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Gold mining in Curraghinalt: another 
example of a geographical issue 

Geographical issues occur in Northern Ireland too, but the examination hardly ever uses 
examples from close to home to avoid perceptions of an unfair advantage to schools 
close to the issue’s location. Thus, it is unlikely that this issue will ever appear on an 
examination paper … but it is a good one to consider.

Gortin is a small community in the Sperrin Mountains in County Tyrone in Northern 
Ireland. As an isolated rural area there are few job opportunities. So when a Canadian 
mining firm Dalradian comes along and announces a £250 million goldfield at 
Curraghinalt mine, a deposit that is thought to be the largest in the British Isles and 
the seventh largest undeveloped reserve in the world, many local people look forward 
to potential additional employment bringing wages and investment into the area. It is 
claimed that Invest Northern Ireland has offered more than £326,000 of support for the 
jobs and associated training, which, it is said, will generate almost £1m a year in salaries. 

See a map of the area on the link from this page:  
http://www.dalradian.com/curraghnalt-project/curraghinalt-deposit/default.aspx

	
Fig. 7: Inside the mine at Curraghinalt  Source: Dalradian Resources  

http://www.dalradian.com/news-and-events/image-gallery/default.aspx 

http://www.dalradian.com/curraghnalt-project/curraghinalt-deposit/default.aspx
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Employment

Dalradian eventually expects to employ 200 people and, so far, £35 million has been 
invested in exploration and other processes. 

The gold occurs at the concentration of 0.6 ounces per ton, which will mean removing a lot 
of rock before the gold can be extracted. Dalradian have plans to build a processing plant 
near the village of Greencastle, close to the mine. There are fears that cyanide, a highly 
toxic chemical, will be used to extract the gold and some local people fear pollution from 
water from the mine flowing into the Owenkillew river. There are further concerns about 
explosives being used to extract the gold. 

Dalradian have been working hard to reassure local people that there are no risks from the 
gold extraction or processing.

http://ulsterherald.com/2014/03/24/gortin-gold-mine-company-moves-to-reassure-
residents/
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-foyle-west-28848826

http://ulsterherald.com/2013/12/05/gortins-golden-opportunity-for-job-seekers/

http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/gold-mining-hopes-for-tyrone-
hills-30795898.html

http://ulsterherald.com/2016/02/05/opposition-to-use-of-cyanide-at-mine/

Quotations from people with an interest in the development are worth dissecting.

“There could be a bit of buzz about town but there are some who will be dubious.” 
Des Ward, local publican.

“They will have to be very careful with the environment … The Owenkillew River below the 
hill has the only fresh water mussels in Ireland. We don’t want them riding roughshod over 
the local residents.” 
Landscape gardener, who wished to remain anonymous.

“Companies like Dalradian Resources are working to unearth gold discoveries and in the 
process are bringing jobs and investment to the region. I very much welcome this … Over 
50 jobs will be created. These and the wider benefits the development will bring will help 
the local economy.” 
Mark H. Durkan, then Minister of the Environment in Northern Ireland Assembly.

“[It is]… a positive announcement for Tyrone and for Northern Ireland as a whole.” 
Michael Hannaway, Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors.

“This will be a generational project; we will be here for a very long time.” 
Patrick Anderson, Chief Executive Officer of Dalradian.

“These are quality jobs coming to the west, an experienced company with experienced 
personnel and a track record.” 
Jonathan Bell, then Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Industry.

http://ulsterherald.com/2014/03/24/gortin-gold-mine-company-moves-to-reassure-residents/
http://ulsterherald.com/2014/03/24/gortin-gold-mine-company-moves-to-reassure-residents/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-foyle-west-28848826
http://ulsterherald.com/2013/12/05/gortins-golden-opportunity-for-job-seekers/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/gold-mining-hopes-for-tyrone-hills-30795898.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/gold-mining-hopes-for-tyrone-hills-30795898.html
http://ulsterherald.com/2016/02/05/opposition-to-use-of-cyanide-at-mine/
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“[This is] … good news for the local economy.” 
Arlene Foster, then First Minister, Executive Office

“We have witnessed how the mining company effectively lobbied officials and politicians. 
The promise of inward investment has won over the powers that be. Anyone who dares 
question the proposal … does so at their own risk … who will protect the environment?” 
Cormac McAleer, Save Our Sperrins.

“The frackers have been seen off in Fermanagh (so far). Now the interests out to gouge 
gold from the Tyrone countryside are facing more formidable opposition than they can 
have expected.” 
Eamonn McCann, writer.

“It’s quite unbelievable that Dalradian think they can come into this community and 
erect a processing plant on a site exactly 1200 metres from our local primary school and 
a short distance from the chapel and the GAA club … There’s a very real fear among people 
that the by-products will pollute each of those facilities and decimate the whole locality … 
I can tell Dalradian that this is not going to be accepted in Greencastle.” 
Oliver McCullagh, local resident.

As well as looking at these quotations, you could explore some online resources to get a 
fuller understanding of this issue, and a search engine might be able to direct you to more 
up-to-date resources.

FoE Northern Ireland Micky Atty’s House  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gWnJ5mnzssA

Update on mine in the Sperrins
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gme2J3rfQCA

Like any geographical issue, there are economic, social and environmental aspects both 
positive and negative. The decision is finely balanced with strong arguments possible 
on both sides. If this were the context of your decision making exercise, you would have 
to balance these arguments and weigh one against the other. There is no right answer, 
and the person sitting next to you might come up with a different decision. It is how 
clearly you present the arguments, and how clearly you explain your decision which will 
determine how effective your report is and how well you will score in the examination.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gWnJ5mnzssA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gme2J3rfQCA
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What is the structure of an A Level 
Decision Making Paper?

Decision Making Papers will have a different context each year. They could be about a new 
bridge in Guatemala, a golf course in County Mayo, a new airport in Scotland or a tidal 
barrage in France. However, no matter what the context is, the components of the paper 
will change very little from year to year. Most of the following will be present every year.

1. Question paper

(a) Mark grid
This will look much the same from year to year, but you must be aware of any small 
differences, as that may well make a difference as to how you address the question and 
which details you will set out to look for in support of the writing of the report.

	
Fig. 7: A Typical Decision Making Grid

There are a few things to note.

The role that you have to adopt, and maintain, is shown at the top of the page.

Details are provided as to the source of the information for your graph – go to that place 
in the Resource booklet (in this case Table 1 in Resource 7E) and mark that data, to ensure 
that you do not accidentally use another table of data, if there is one, in error when you go 
to draw your graph.
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Look carefully at the headings and sub-headings. These may change only a little from 
year to year, but they must be written exactly as shown on your question paper to gain 
the marks allocated for Format.

Look at the Guidance to Candidates column and note the command words (explain, briefly 
outline, discuss, state, justify). Also note the scale where present – is it global or national 
or local, for instance?

Note the mark allocation. Sometimes the subsections in B are equally balanced as to 
mark allocation, and sometimes, such as in this example, there are more marks for one 
section that the other. In this instance you are likely to be writing less, and spending less 
time on B(ii) compared to B(i). Sometimes the decision is given ten marks, and sometimes 
less. Keep an eye for the balance.

It is possible to approach this in many ways, and you will have developed your own 
strategies for use in examinations which suit you and the way you work and think, but for 
many candidates a question sheet like this will have phrases circled, words underlined or 
highlighted and notes drawn around it by the time the first 30 minutes is completed, and 
you are ready to start writing the report.

(b) Background
In the question paper, probably opposite the decision making grid shown in Fig. 9, you 
will be given background information about the issue. Do not ignore this short piece of 
writing as it can be a very useful source of information in your report. It will provide a brief 
introduction to the project and help you start to form an impression about the issue. This 
will be the first piece of text that you will read when you open your paper – you will have 
been checking the instructions on the cover of the paper before you do that.

2. Resource Booklet

You will be given a resource booklet along with the question paper. The resource booklet 
will contain a range of resources relating to the issue, e.g. maps, infographics, tables, 
diagrams, statistics, photographs and text.

(a) Maps
There are two ways in which you may be provided with maps in the decision making 
paper. 

• OS Maps

For issues which are based in Ireland or GB, you will often be provided with an Ordnance 
Survey map extract. This will generally be centred on the proposed developed and will 
show the surrounding area and is generally at 1:50,000 scale, or sometimes 1:25,000. It 
is important not to spend too long with this resource, but you can utilise it. Locate where 
the proposed development is on the map and quickly scan for relevant details of places 
near to it. You will quickly be able to establish whether the proposed development is close 
to residential areas, for example, or protected areas such as National Parks and Nature 
Reserves. Seeing a candidate use grid references, and scale and directions, from these 
excerpt maps will be something that examiners will note in your favour. There is always 
a key provided to any OS map provided so you do not have to, for example, learn all the 
symbols used on a 1:25,000 scale map. While the map extract can provide some useful 
material, it is important not to get lost in examining the map, and often a quick scan with 
a few jotted notes is all that is required.
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• Location maps

The other maps that are generally provided have been drawn specifically for the 
examination, or are copies of maps provided by the developer, or by the opponents of the 
scheme, in their materials.

Two examples are shown here. The first shows Scotland and the proposed route of a 
set of pylons to transport electricity from wind farms close to Inverness to the areas of 
population and industry in Scotland’s central belt. The second shows more detail of the 
route, including protected areas upon which the pylons may impact.

Fig. 8: Map showing Scotland and Northern England, CCEA Assessment Unit A2 3 
(2009)
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Fig. 9: Detailed Map showing Route of Proposed Power Line, CCEA Assessment Unit 
A2 3 (2009)

These maps have two purposes; they help to give you a ‘picture’ of the location and scale 
of the proposed development. Many of the places mentioned in the text are shown, so that 
you can see where they are in relation to the proposed development and to each other. 
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The maps also provide you with information in a graphical format which you can draw 
upon in writing your report. As with the OS Map, you should be aware of the scale line on 
the map, and the direction arrow. In this example you can see how the proposed route of 
the new larger pylons encroaches on the Cairngorms National Park and this might help 
you to make the case against the development. On the other hand, you could emphasise 
that the route of the proposed development is less intrusive than the current route, with 
regards to the National Park.

(b) Infographics
Infographics are becoming more and more used by those who campaign for developments 
to take place and by those who campaign against them. They summarise often complex 
issues and present facts is short, easy to understand and often colourful ways. Combining 
graphics and information, this is how they get their name. Mirroring their use by those 
associated with developments, they are now increasingly used in the Decision Making 
paper. Just as with the other resources on offer in the examination, these will be real 
infographics, although sometimes they will be amended a little to allow them to be used 
alongside the other resources.

You should examine the facts provided on an infographic and consider how you might 
use these in your argument. It might be thought that these are just additional colourful 
resources, which are worth a quick glance. However, they are really very rich sources of 
information which you should mine to the fullest extent possible, extracting high quality 
facts to support the arguments being presented. Infographicsa relating to current issues 
can be easily found by conducting an internet search. At time of writing the HS2 railway 
devel;opment in England remaines hotley debated; see www.politics.co.uk/opinion-
formers/alstom/article/north-south-new-rail-link.

(c) Tables
There is almost certain to be a table in the Resource Booklet, like the one below. It was 
used in a decision making exercise about widening the Panama Canal to accommodate 
larger vessels, Post-Panamax in size. One of the concerns of the opponents was what the 
new development would do to the salt concentrations in the lakes which the canal joins as 
it crosses from the Pacific and the Atlantic Oceans. 

Number of Post-Panamax 
ships per day

Lake Gatún
(maximum salinity ppt*)

Miraflores Lake
(maximum salinity ppt*)

0 (current salinity level) 0.0 1.4

1 0.2 1.7

5 1.2 2.2

10 2.6 3.5

15 5.1 5.3

* Parts per thousand

Fig. 10: Projected salinization of Gatún and Miraflores Lakes

Like all tables in the Resource Booklet, this can be used to extract individual figures 

http://www.politics.co.uk/opinion-formers/alstom/article/north-south-new-rail-link
http://www.politics.co.uk/opinion-formers/alstom/article/north-south-new-rail-link
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or sometimes trends, which can be incorporated in the text. This will be noted by an 
examiner. You might argue that, even after Post-Panamax ships start to use the canal, 
salt levels are still extremely low, and Miraflores Lake is already salty, even before the 
development takes place. On the other hand, you may want to emphasise that Lake Gatún 
is entirely fresh water before the development and that, if there were 15 Post-Panamax 
ships using the canal each day this would rise to 5.1 parts per thousand. Miraflores Lake’s 
salinity, already a concern, would rise by almost 400% if that level of usage was reached.

You should treat the table like all the other resources as something to be exploited for 
information to incorporate in your report.

The other reason for the table is to test your geographical skills in representing data 
graphically.

(d) Diagrams
Diagrams are used occasionally. They are generally used within the body of the text, to 
help to explain a complex concept more easily than in words. 

In the following example, the developers of the wider Panama Canal argued that one 
of their innovations, water saving basins, would reduce the amount of water lost to the 
oceans from the larger locks. Rather than try to explain this in words, the diagram was 
used instead. 

 	Source: CCEA 
Fig. 11: Water saving basins at the new locks on the Panama Canal

As diagrams are used to help the candidate understand a complex concept in the 
examination, it is unlikely that you would need to refer to them, but they can be used if 
you feel that they help your argument.

(e) Photographs
There will always be some photographs in your resource booklet. Some of these may be 
tiny photographs contained within the text, while others may take up a full page or be 
reproduced two or four to a page. There is a dual point to them: they help you understand 
the issue more quickly than text can do and they often contain information that you can 
use in developing your report.
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Figure 12: Potash and salt mine in Canada Source: S. Roulston 

Fig. 13: A sample of potash Source: S. Roulston
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(f) Statistics
These don’t appear often but you should brush up on them in advance of the examination. 
Any of the statistical techniques in the A level Specification can feature i.e. Spearman’s 
Rank Correlation, Location Quotient, Nearest Neighbour or Chi-squared. It might be 
considered unlikely for Chi-squared to appear, but it is possible. Note that you will not be 
asked to calculate anything in the examination. How these statistics will appear, if they 
do, will be in the form of a result, or a series of results. You are then allowed to use those 
in your discussion. You can, of course, ignore them and concentrate on other information. 
In that case you might still have a very good answer but it will be missing some of the 
information that you might otherwise have used.

The following table was used in the Potash mine Decision Making Paper.

Economically active usual residents aged 16 to 74

Region Number of unemployed 
(thousands)

Economically active 
population (thousands)

Location 
Quotient

North East 103 1272 1.29

West Midlands 207 2760 1.19

London 319 4369 1.16

Yorkshire and 
 The Humber* 188 2647 1.12

North West 242 3507 1.09

Wales 97 1492 1.03

East Midlands 139 2316 0.95

East of England 162 3056 0.84

South East 216 4500 0.76

South West 126 2681 0.75

England and Wales 
(totals) 1800 28600 1.00

Fig. 14: Unemployment in English Regions and Wales, 2011
Economically active usual residents aged 16 to 74   
* the area in which the mine is proposed to be built

Source: Office for National Statistics, UK Statistical bulletin: 2011 Census: Key Statistics 
for England and Wales, March 2011

Those candidates who showed that they understood how Location Quotient worked, 
and understood the significance of the 1.12 figure for Yorkshire and The Humber put 
themselves in a strong position.
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(g) Text

(i) The main text
While we will say less about this than some of the other sections in what makes up 
the paper, this is a prime source of information. The Resource Booklet is likely to have 
three sections. The first is an introduction to the issue, which might follow on from the 
background provided in the question paper. It might give the history of the project, if 
that was not provided in the Question Paper, and is likely to describe the project and 
perhaps, the reason why it is being proposed – the need for the development. This will be 
followed by the opposing arguments. There is no set order – the arguments against the 
development may follow the introduction, or it may be the arguments against. Whichever 
order they appear in, these sections will give the case for and against the development. 
They may contain facts and figures which are not in the infographics. They may mention 
organisations which favour the development or oppose it. There may be dates, places, grid 
references and other data. Many of these will be invaluable when it comes to writing up 
the report. 

As you read the text you should, as you will do when you are looking at the photographs, 
infographics and other sources of information, note the facts that you feel you will want 
to use. There are many different ways of doing this, including underlining, circling, using 
different highlighter pens and so on. The more effectively you identify and mark the 
information for later retrieval, the easier it will be to construct your report and it will allow 
you to enrich it with the appropriate facts and figures.

There may well be jargon or abbreviations appropriate to the issue used in the text. These 
will be fully explained, but you should note them and make use of them in your report. 
It might be ‘Post-Panamax’, as in Fig. 14, or ‘Special Area of Conservation (SAC)’ or ‘TEU’, 
an abbreviation for Twenty Foot Equivalent Unit, the approximate size of a container 
which fits on a cargo ship and which can be lifted by specialist cranes onto specially 
fitted trucks or trains. Whichever the abbreviations, try to master them and use them with 
understanding in your answer.

(ii) Quotations
There are generally four of these. These are real quotations, from real people with real 
views. They will represent both sides of the argument, being from those in favour and 
those opposed. Sometimes they highlight concerns for people, the economy and the 
environment that other sources do not emphasise.

Below are some quotations related to the North York Moors potash mine proposal.

“People might say ‘There’s two mines in that area, it’s just not a place I want to go 
anymore’ as visitors avoid congested roads … [and the spoil heap] would fill Wembley 
Stadium”.
Chris France (Chief Planning officer, North York Moors National Park Authority)
Source: Real Whitby 2013

“We see this as a real opportunity – any short term disruption during construction can be 
managed and alongside that will be the additional spend with local tourism businesses … 
tourism has been crying out for investment and we need to use this community fund to 
help develop local infrastructure, improve local skills and invest in the arts.”
Rob Miller (board member of the York, North Yorkshire and East Riding Local Enterprise 
Partnership) 
Source: Yorkshire Post (2 July 2013)
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“People want to come to an area with greater prosperity and better facilities and that’s 
exactly what the project will deliver. In full production the York Potash project can add 
over £1billion to the economy on an annual basis, with 1000 jobs in the local economy”
Chris Fraser (CEO of Sirius Minerals)
Source: Whitby Gazette (2 July 2013)

“It will deliver benefits to friends and neighbours from the mineral rights … but the scale 
of it does not come across in the plans. It will be a massive industrial site, the size of 
six Tesco supermarkets and this is the wrong location. What about the integrity of the 
North York Moors National Park? The park belongs to the nation, not to York Potash or to 
mineral rights holders.”
Steph Newman (local resident and owner of Falling Foss Tea Gardens)
Source: Yorkshire Post (16 July 2013)

“This is an industrial proposal that will have a significant effect on the landscape and 
environmental quality of the area … If you jeopardize the local area you are harming the 
economy because there will be an impact on tourism. We will be making representations 
to local planners that this project is unsustainable.”
Simon Bowens (Friends of the Earth)
Source: Daily Telegraph (3 September 2012)

“I’ve said from the launch that the potash proposals can bring tremendous benefits to our 
local area if they can be done in the right way. It’s therefore very important that everyone 
takes the time to discover the facts behind the proposals and engage in the consultation 
process.”
Robert Goodwill (MP, Scarborough and Whitby constituency)
Source: Potash IPC Consultation Panels

“A new modern potash mine in this part of Yorkshire would provide security of supply, 
reduce our reliance on imports and also ensure that we could export and give a much-
needed boost to our regional and national economies.”
Graham Clarke (Operations Director, York Potash)
Source: Potash Newsletter 2

“As much of [the mine] as possible will be underground, and what is above ground will look 
like farm buildings … It won’t look like a traditional mine.”
Jason Murray (Finance director of Sirius, the Potash mine developer)
Source: Guardian 31 January 2013

“Unemployment is an issue in Whitby, and so it might well be and certainly York Potash 
are saying themselves that they want to employ local people ... so hopefully there will 
be local direct benefits and indirect beneficiaries from those people who are going to be 
employed who will hopefully have a little bit more cash in their pocket to spend on local 
services, amenities, facilities etcetera”
Bill Breakell (Champion of the North York Moors) 
Source: York Potash Development Impact on Tourism Research Report 

• You can only have four – which would you drop?
• You can shorten some, if you wish, and even change a word if necessary to help 

the reader – do any need this treatment?

Here are a number of quotations related to the issue with a new line of pylons in the 
Scottish Highlands carrying electricity from windfarms to the south of the country.
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“Renewable electricity is the only genuine reliable source of lean green power and we need 
upgraded electricity networks that can get the electricity from where it is generated best, 
to where it is needed most” 
Jason Ormiston, Chief Executive Scottish renewables 

“I urge the Scottish parliament to consider immediate strict precaution against the siting 
of power lines near houses ... I would remind Parliament that we are well behind some 
other countries in this regards.” 
Professor Henshaw 

“The importance of the Scottish landscape as an attraction for visitors ... has been 
reinforced by every visitor survey undertaken by VisitScotland. This iconic landscape 
imagery has in turn been used and reused by the tourism sector to sell Scotland as a 
tourism destination year on year” 
VisitScotland report, 2002 

“... local people don’t want this. The line is controversial, the whole wind farm campaign is 
controversial and this proposed development is controversial” 
David Henderson, Councillor on Highland Council 

“No pylons=no electricity, Yes it’s the NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) brigade in full flow. Cut 
them off – they’ll soon be begging for pylons twice as high” 
Peter, Edinburgh on blog 

Note that you often know the role that the person has, and can make some judgement 
as to the validity of their viewpoint. If they are a local resident who is going to have 
their view impeded or the value of their property fall, then they might be expected to be 
strongly opposed … although that does not make them right. Equally the Chief Executive 
of the development company is likely to be extolling the virtues of a scheme but again, 
he would say that, wouldn’t he. Peter from Edinburgh is commenting on a blog. He may 
have a deep knowledge of the subject and be speaking with some authority, or he may be 
someone with an opinion and nothing more. Professor Henshaw may sound like a more 
reliable source, but we are not told any details about him, so it difficult to be sure. 

You don’t have to believe any of the opinions on show, but you can use them, both to get 
the flavour of the issue and in your report. 

The trick about using quotations is not to be tempted to use it in full. Select a juicy phrase 
which you feel is the key one in the quotation and use that.

For example, you could use one of the quotations above by saying. 

I agree with Jason Ormiston when he says “Renewable electricity is the only genuine 
reliable source of lean green power and we need upgraded electricity networks that can 
get the electricity from where it is generated best, to where it is needed most”.

The examiner will not be particularly impressed. After all, you have simply copied out a 
chunk of text. 

Much better would be:

Electricity from wind farms and other renewable sources has been called “the only 
genuine reliable source of lean green power” by Jason Ormiston, and this helps to make 
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the case for having the new pylons, despite their size compared to those that are there 
now.

You don’t have to use all of the quotations, and you would not particularly want to. 
However, they often contain additional facts or views which will enrich your answer so try 
to use one if you can.

(h) Photographs
The following photographs (Figs 15A-D) were taken in County Leitrim in the Republic of 
Ireland, close to County Fermanagh. 

The borderland between these counties, and part of the neighbouring county of Cavan has 
extensive limestone and shale deposits and this makes them a prime target for fracking 
for natural gas. This process, which gets its name from hydraulic fracturing, uses water 
under pressure (90%), sand (9.5%) and some additives (0.5%) to widen the pores in the 
rock, which are then held open by the sand. This allows natural gas to be taken from the 
rock, a resource which is otherwise impossible to extract. The additives help to reduce 
friction and prevent corrosion of the pipework required. 

 	
Fig. 15A: Photograph showing local feeling about fracking in County Leitrim
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Fig. 15B: Photograph showing local feeling about fracking in County Leitrim

	Fig. 15C: Photograph showing local feeling about fracking in County Leitrim
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Fig. 15D: Photograph showing local feeling about fracking in County Leitrim

Do some research to find what the Australian mining company says about the proposal, 
and what the opponents argue. Look for social impact, environmental impact and 
economic impact. Remember that the impact can be negative or positive. The following 
websites will get you started.

http://www.rte.ie/news/2012/0201/311744-fracking/

https://sites.google.com/site/frackingireland/leitrim-has-55bn-gas-reserves-tamboran-
claims

http://www.thejournal.ie/leitrim-county-councillor-1263205-Jan2014/

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-30481943

http://eandemanagement.com/tag/tamboran-resources/

You will notice that most of these websites uses an image in their display. They catch the 
eye and help you to quickly get an overview of the place and some context around it.

However, pictures can lie! This is not to say that they are doctored, with items removed 
or added, but they can be selected to try to give a particular impression. If you are trying 
to argue that a place is scenic, you would not show a terrace of houses, or a factory 
for example. If you wanted to argue that a development would not spoil the view in a 
landscape, you would pick the place from which you wanted to show this very carefully.

The images of notices against the fracking above were scattered perhaps 40 kilometres 
apart. However, similarities in their construction would suggest that they were the work 
of the same group, or even the same individual. They might be taken as evidence of a 
widespread antagonism to fracking but, by themselves, they do not prove that. 

http://www.rte.ie/news/2012/0201/311744-fracking/
https://sites.google.com/site/frackingireland/leitrim-has-55bn-gas-reserves-tamboran-claims
https://sites.google.com/site/frackingireland/leitrim-has-55bn-gas-reserves-tamboran-claims
http://www.thejournal.ie/leitrim-county-councillor-1263205-Jan2014/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-30481943
http://eandemanagement.com/tag/tamboran-resources/
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The last photograph, Farming Not Fracking, indicates some level of protest against 
the proposal to frack, but you can also use it in other ways. Look at the background of 
scattered farms and grazing land. You might use this in any discussion of the proposal.

Look at the Figs 16A and 16B that show Corby Knowe Windfarm. What do they show? How 
could you use these? Could you find any points which might suggest the development 
should go ahead? What about points from the photographs that could be used to argue 
against the development? 
 

	
Fig. 16A: Sign pointing to the entrance for Corby Knowe Wind Farm

	
Fig. 16B: The entrance to Corby Knowe Wind Farm
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The following photographs are taken from a range of Decision Making Exercises. The first 
pair concern Rackheath, a proposed Eco-town which was proposed for land around the site 
of the former runways used by US Eighth Airforce bombers in World War II. The location, 
near Norwich, England, was close to the Broads National Park. 

What do they show? How could you use these? Could you find any points which might 
suggest the development should go ahead? What about points from the photographs that 
could be used to argue against the development? 

While given the go-ahead by the Government at the time, Rackheath Eco-town has not yet 
been built in the face of local opposition.

	
Fig.17A: Part of the old runway

	
Fig. 17B: General view over the old airfield
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This pair of photographs are about a Waste to Energy Plant (if you are for it) or Incinerator 
(if you are against it), in Duleek, outside Drogheda, Ireland. Clearly the local people 
who put these signs up were not positive about the development, and the photographs 
represent some of the local feeling. How could you use them in your report?

This plant, the first in Ireland, was built and started operating in 2011.

Fig. 18A: A road sign near Duleek

Fig. 18B: A road sign near Duleek
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This pair of photographs were part of those used in the proposal to build a new bridge over 
the Thames – the Thames Gateway bridge. It was under the flightpath for the Docklands 
Airport. How could you have used these images in your report, both in favour of the 
development and against it?

The Thames Gateway Bridge has not been built and was formally cancelled by Boris 
Johnston in 2008, who was the Mayor of London at the time.

Fig. 19A: Aircraft landing at London City Airport

Fig. 19B: View of the river and potential site of the TGB crossing point

Photographs, as we have seen, can be used to illustrate the issue and bring it to life, but 
they can also be a source of further information and you should look at them carefully to 
see whether there is information within them that could be used in your report.
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Making best use of your time

In all papers it is important to make best use of your time. This is no less so in the A Level 
Geography Decision Making Paper. You have 1 hour and 30 minutes in which to open a 
paper which will give you a previously unseen Geographical Issue. You do not know what 
the issue might be in advance, where it is located, and what the proposed development is. 
Nor do you know the role you are supposed to take on for the report.

That might seem daunting, as we have seen elsewhere, you can expect the issues to 
be different in terms of the setting (whether Wales, Iceland or County Kerry) and the 
context (a replacement bridge, a new housing development or an airport). However, 
despite these differences the same structure and layout will be there. You can expect text, 
set out in similar ways from year to year, photographs, infographics, tables, statistics 
and quotations for instance. The question layout will be similar from year to year also, 
although with tiny differences that you have to be alert to, which could be crucial in 
maximising your mark.

You are recommended to spend the first 30 minutes reading the question and resources 
in preparation for writing the report. This is good advice. If you can get started with the 
report after 25 minutes, that is a bonus, as those 5 minutes will be useful elsewhere, for 
example in checking the report towards the end and spotting any inadvertent errors, 
plagiarism or omissions. However it is not good to rush this 30 minutes and, if you find 
yourself starting the report 15 minutes into the examination, you have almost certainly 
not spent enough time in preparing your argument.

This preparation time is crucial to providing an effective report. To use them wisely there 
are a number of strategies you should consider employing.

1. Start with the question booklet. 

a) The background – read the background to the issue in the question booklet, and 
highlight facts that you feel may be useful. This section will also state clearly the task; 
this will include the role you must adopt and the decision to be made.

b) Move to the question grid

The wording of the Guidance to Candidates may be similar from year to year, but beware! 
Take the wrong approach and you will drop half or more of the marks allocated to any 
given section of the report.

Look at two examples of Guidance to Candidates wording for the Introduction from 
recent years:

• Discuss the need for eco-towns and briefly describe the proposed Rackheath 
development 

• Discuss the global needs for such a development and briefly describe the project
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There are a number of key words here that you could easily overlook. Always look for 
the command word in a question, and know what it means. Three command words in 
particular are common in this paper:

• discuss;
• describe; and
• explain

You will come across other command words in other papers in A Level Geography that 
crop up less often on the Decision Making paper, such as compare, evaluate, contrast, and 
identify. 

Know the difference between these command words. 

Describe: if you are describing a proposed new transport scheme, for instance, you are 
telling the reader what it is like. You will give details about its scale, perhaps its cost, its 
layout and so on. You want to give the reader a word picture.

Explain: if asked to explain something, you have to give reasons for it. Explaining is often 
like answering a ‘why?’ question. 

Discuss: this is a much looser command and similar to ‘Describe’. It gives you more 
freedom in looking at the development that you are asked to discuss. Involving more than 
listing facts (which is closer to description), it is more akin to evaluation except that you 
do not have to decide which is better as you use the background around your topic to 
explore it. 

You should highlight/underline/circle or otherwise make sure you know what the 
command word is.

Look for qualifying words:

‘Briefly describe’ is different from ‘describe’. The inclusion of a word like ‘briefly’ suggests 
that either:

• the Examination Team think that there is a lot of material that a candidate could use to 
do a task and they are alerting them to the fact that they do not have to use all of it,

OR

• the Examination Team are alerting the candidate that less emphasis should be placed 
on this, and more on another part of the question.

Look also for scale in this question. In the second example, they state that it is need on a 
global scale. If you start to talk about the need for the country in which the development 
is taking place, or the need that local community might have for such a development, 
then you are not addressing that question properly. There might be need at those scales, 
but you are being asked not to look at those, but to look at the need around the world. 
Search for examples of information about the need around the world, and use that 
information, and only that information, to construct your answer. Look for the use of 
words such as: 
• local; 
• regional; 
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• national;, 
• international; or
• global;

and understand the scale towards which these words are directing you.

Look carefully at the other sections of the question as well, and note the command words 
in each case. 

Note the role that you are expected to adopt.

Make a note of the source of information for the graph – do this carefully as there may be 
more than one table of data that could be used for a graph.

Make a note of the mark allocations, so that you spend longer on the sections which have 
more marks.

2. After you understand what is expected of you, open your Resource Booklet, and 
spread the Ordnance Survey map on your desk, if there is a map.

a) Scan the resources – the maps, photographs and infographics in the booklet, 
highlighting anything which you think is relevant. You may glance quickly back at the 
question grid from time to time to remind yourself of what is required.

b) Read the text and, as you read it, mark the information which you are planning to use. 

One approach is to number the paragraphs (G1, G2 ….H1, H2 …etc.) and, in one of the 
pages in your answer booklet, construct a spider diagram. To give counterarguments 
for the environmental case you might use H1/H3; D4/D6 for example. Noting these with 
abbreviations might be one way of you locating the information you need quickly. You 
will have developed your own way of addressing this challenge, which best suits you. 
Make sure that you practice it, and refine it to be as useful as possible. 
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Making your decision

This comes towards the end of the report, but you will have been building up to this 
in your mind before you start it. You should have a good idea about which side you 
instinctively support or whose arguments have convinced you most, and the side whose 
case ‘stacks up’ for you. Remember that there is no ‘right answer’. Others may come to 
different conclusions and make a different decision, but will still have the opportunity to 
gain the same number of marks as you.

While you may be making your mind up as you go through the writing of the report, do 
not let that flavour the arguments you are making in the earlier sections. Try to make 
those as neutral as possible. It is only in the Conclusion or Decision section that you state 
you decision and justify it.

It is good practice to state the decision very early on in this section of the report, and then 
spend the remainder of this section justifying that decision. 

It is this section where you can make connections between materials from different 
sections, something which is not possible in other sections of the paper. In the section 
about environment, you can introduce economic effects, but only if there is an 
environmental side to that point. Similarly, you can bring environmental into economic 
or social, but only if relevant to the economic or social point being made. Nowhere, other 
than here, can you balance one against the other properly. Here you can weigh up the 
relative merits of the arguments. Both sides have merit in their argument – if they didn’t 
it would not be much of an issue – but you can set one against the other. There may be 
damage to the environment, but you have to weigh that damage against the economic 
merit – is it long term or short term; is the damage major or relatively minor. Do the 
jobs that it brings make up for the environmental damage? Does the social cost of not 
continuing with the project win against the environmental cost of completing it? You are 
likely to be weighing up the environmental, economic and social costs against each other.

There is little to be gained in rubbishing the alternative arguments. Even if you are 
adamant – perhaps for good social and environmental reasons – that a development 
should not take place, the jobs and economic benefits that it might have brought will 
be lost. Even if you are convinced that a project should go ahead with all the benefits 
to local people, you should be able to show that you are aware of the downside of the 
development in terms of the environment and impacts on other people. There will be 
winners and losers in the process – no decision will be a winning decision for everyone 
– that is what makes it a Geographical issue, and that is why Geography is so endlessly 
fascinating.

Drawing the Graph

You will generally be presented with a table of data, usually within the Resource Booklet. 
You are usually asked to show the data as a graph; a typical question might be:
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Draw a graph using all of the data in Table 1 (in Resource H) and incorporate it into 
the report in an appropriate place

You should note ‘all’ in this requirement – you cannot just use some of the data – you 
must use them all, if the question asks for that.

You are asked to incorporate the graph into the report in an appropriate place. However, 
you can draw your graph anywhere – on a page of its own, in a page that you have left 
at the beginning of the report, on graph paper provided in the examination hall, at the 
end of the report and so on – just so long as you make reference to it in your report in an 
appropriate place, saying something like:

• ‘the graph on the next page’;
• ‘the graph below’;
• ‘see Graph 1’; or
• ‘Graph A shows’.

Just make sure the reference is accurate, that it is on the next page or below or titled 
Graph 1, or Graph A, in accordance with what you have said.

A number of types of graph are possible, but some such as pie charts are unlikely to be 
able to be completed in the time. Calculations to work out the angle of each segment, and 
the time to construct the pie charts make this a technique that you should avoid. The data 
will generally be suitable for line graphs, if continuous data such as time is to be graphed. 
Discrete data, where there is a clear separation between the different values, generally 
should be plotted as a bar graph.

The graph generally attracts eight marks, which is a substantial reward, so you should aim 
to obtain as many of these marks as possible.

All graphs should follow conventions of having an appropriate title, axes which are labelled 
and data which is accurately plotted.

Example 1: Aluminium plant in Iceland

Table A
Are you in favour of or opposed to the building of an aluminium plant at Reydarfjordur?

Reykjavik (Iceland’s 
Capital city) East Iceland only Other areas

In favour 45 72 54

Opposed 32 19 19

Neither 23 9 27

Example 2: Energy to be carried by proposed new power lines in Scotland 
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Table B
Projected renewable energy connected to the network in Scotland (2008 – 2011)

Megawatts (Mw) of renewable energy connected to the network

March 2008 March 2009 March 2010 March 2011

Western Isles 0 600 900 1150

Shetland 0 0 0 550

Orkney 100 100 100 100

Other 910 999 1125 1125

Source: Adapted from SHETL

Example 3: Changes to traffic with the construction of a bypass for Aberdeen 

Table C
 Forecast changes to average daily traffic flows at Bridge of Dee

Number of vehicles crossing the Bridge of Dee 

2005 30100

2012 Without AWPR* 34300

2012 With AWPR* 29200

2027 Without AWPR* 35600

2027 With AWPR* 30300

* Aberdeen Western Peripheral Road

Fig 20: Examples of data used in recent Decision Making Exercises.

Example 1 is not continuous data, so you would not be able to use a line graph in this 
case. There is no link between those in favour, those against, and choosing neither in 
Reykjavik. There is no point in between choosing ‘In Favour’ and choosing ‘Neither’. People 
have to opt for one of the three choices. This is non-continuous data, which means that a 
line graph would not be appropriate. A bar graph would be best for this data.

In examples 2 and 3 time is shown. In Example 2, there could be a line drawn between 
March 2009 and March 2010. When you join the two months in a line graph, you can show 
what the situation was in October 2009, for instance. Assuming a steady change, there 
would be around 750 Megawatts of renewable energy connected to the network, half way 
between the two figures the table has provided. This is continuous data, and could be 
shown in a line graph. You would have time as the x or horizontal axis, being careful that 
the spacing is accurate. For instance, in Example 3, the time between 2005 and 2012 is 
less than the time between 2012 and 2027 and the spacing on your graph would have to 
reflect this. In Examples 2 and 3 you would have multiple lines either of different colour, 
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or with different labels. In Example 3 one line would be ‘Without AWPR’ (the Aberdeen 
Western Peripheral Road, or bypass) and the other ‘With AWPR’. In Example 2 you would 
need a line for each of the three places named, and another line for ‘Other’.

Practice drawing some graphs using these figures, or some others from other 
examinations. Mark some of your friends and ask them to mark yours. Try it against time 
– how speedy can you be, whist retaining as many marks as possible.

Remember that you will lose marks if:

• your data is not accurately plotted, or if you miss some figures out;
• you do not have a title on your graph;
• you do not refer to the graph in the body of your report;
• you do not have both axes properly labelled; or
• you do not have a key, or labels on the graph to show to what each bar/line refers.
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How is Decision Making Examined  
at A Level?

Decision Making in Geography forms the third of the three papers in A2. It is a 1 hour 30 
minute examination, in the form of a real case study. You do not know the context of the 
case study in advance – it could be anything – a new airport, a golf course, a new bridge, a 
new town… anything at all. Whatever the issue is, it will be real. It will illustrate conflicting 
values with, more than likely, impacts on people, the economy and the environment and 
you will have to write a report on that issue, and make a decision regarding it.

While you have a slot of 1 hour and 30 minutes for the paper, it is important that you get 
to understand the issue with which you are confronted before you start answering the 
questions. That will take around 30 minutes, leaving you an hour to complete the report.

The decision making comprises 12% of your full A Level, and 20% of the A2.

The first 30 minutes

This is when you read the question paper and the sources in the Resource Booklet and 
look at what you are being required to do with them. The details of the booklet are going 
to be different for each issue, but the format will remain much the same from year to year, 
as you saw in the Chapter “What makes up the paper”? 

You can expect to get:

A question grid: remember to check this for mark allocations, the role expected of you, 
the table to use for the graph, and the exact wording of each component.

Text: this will generally be in the format of background to the issue (found on the question 
paper) and arguments in favour of it and arguments against. There will also be a series 
of quotations from real people giving their views. Generally, there will be four of these, 
sometimes two for the proposed development and two against, but this can vary. Note 
that the brief section in the question booklet can also be used.

Photographs: often an answer can be enriched when reference to a photograph is made – 
that can help you to demonstrate to an examiner that you have ‘got it’, and that you have 
a full understanding of the issue and its implications. 

Infographics: an infographic is a visual display of facts and figures which is intended to 
present information quickly and clearly – don’t ignore these rich sources of information.



pg 41

GEOGRAPHY

Marking the paper

Levels of Response mark schemes
The decision making exercise is marked using a Level of Response mark scheme. You 
can download mark schemes from the CCEA website www.ccea.org.uk/geography and see 
exactly how marks are allocated for these large questions.

What are they?
Level of response mark schemes are broken down usually into two or three levels. Each 
one of these has a description of what a typical question within that range of marks 
would have – a typical performance for each level. Before an examiner decides on a level, 
he or she reads through the answer making annotations where it will be helpful for that 
examiner and others who might look at the paper afterwards. They might note aspects of 
the answer that are very effective, or that use figures well, or that are well explained. After 
the question has been read and annotated where required, the mark scheme is consulted.

Step 1 Decide on the level 
The examiner will start with the lowest level of the mark scheme to see whether the 
answer matches much of the description for that level. If it is better than the lowest level 
description, the examiner will look at the next level and so on until a match is found. With 
really sound answers, it is very straightforward to move quickly though the lower levels, 
moving up to the one that the Examiner feels that it fits. 

Note that the answer does not have to match exactly everything described, but it does 
have to have enough characteristics of that level to have that level decided upon. The 
examiner will not look for small errors or try to identify parts which are not written as 
well as the rest. There may be aspects of Level 1 in an answer but it may, overall, be a 
Level 2 answer, perhaps even a Level 3 answer. Alternatively, there might be parts of an 
answer that are clear Level 3, but the overall answer might be Level 2 or even Level 1. The 
Examiner is looking for a ‘best fit’.

Once the examiner has decided on a level, they now have a range of marks inside which 
that answer fits e.g. for a 9 mark question Level 2 would range from 4–6 marks. Time for 
the next stage.

Step 2 Decide on a mark 
When the level has been decided, then the mark can be chosen. A strong Level 2 answer 
will score towards the top of the Level 2 range, while a Level 2 answer which had hints of 
Level 1 would be assigned a mark towards the bottom of the range available. The same 
applies to whatever Level was decided upon in the first step. 

The examiner may well need to read back through the answer as the mark scheme 
scheme is applied to clarify points and assure themselves that the level and the mark are 
appropriate.

So what?
A Level Geography Examiners are experienced teachers and examiners. They have taught 
the subject, often for many years. Many of them have also had years of experience in 
examining. They all meet together before the marking begins to go through the paper and 
agree standards. Sample papers are produced and marked, and the marks allocated in 
each case are agreed upon. Attending this full-day ‘standardising meeting’ is mandatory 
for examiners to ensure that the papers are marked as fairly as possible. The Examiners’ 
marking is checked by others to ensure that they are applying the mark scheme the same 

http://www.ccea.org.uk/geography
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as everyone else throughout the process of the marking. 

Despite not being given that training or having an experienced examiner supporting you, 
there is no reason why you cannot get some of the skills of an A Level Examiner, and learn 
to recognise a Level 1, a Level 2 and a Level 3 answer. Once you recognise it, you can make 
sure that any Level 1 aspects of your own answers are removed as far as possible and that 
you try to move up from Level 2 to Level 3 where possible. 

Look at the example below:
Level 3 (9–12) 
Candidate states clearly the main benefits and the counterargument. The discussion will 
be detailed and comprehensive. The account will have many of these characteristics:
• The points made will be consistently relevant and logically structured
• The ideas will demonstrate insight and a level of sophistication
• Clear understanding of all concepts will be demonstrated
• Use will be made of most of the relevant resource material, including that in 

diagrammatic form in the infographics and other resources, and understanding of the 
resources will be demonstrated – no significant points will be omitted

• Figures, where available and appropriate, will be used to good effect
• Ideas will be expressed clearly and effectively

Level 2 (5–8)
Candidate will have fewer lines of thought or discussion may be limited. However, while 
ideas may lack depth and/or detail, they are still adequate. There may be a heavy 
imbalance between the two sides of the argument. The answer may concentrate on 
material from one source, e.g. the text, and not utilize the full range of resources available. 
The account may show deficiencies in the following ways:
• Understanding displayed but an over-reliance on verbatim quoting in places, even 

though appropriate
• Resource material used but some information not as well exploited as it could be
• Largely related to the question but some irrelevant material introduced
• Ideas not expressed particularly logically or clearly

Level 1 (1–4)
• Simple understanding demonstrated but sketchily dealt with
• Excessive verbatim use of resources
• Some use made of the resource material but many relevant resources omitted
• Little or no structure or logic in the ordering of content 

Identify what makes an answer worth Level 3. Aim for that, and then aim to be towards 
the top of the mark allocation for Level 3.

Indicative content
An example answer – indicative content – is often provided in the Mark Scheme for 
Examiners which is available to schools once the actual examination process is over, 
and you should read this through as well. Note that this content is only a guide for the 
Examiners. They will not be looking for answers that match the indicative content to 
provide high marks – other points will be credited and you can score highly in Level 3 even 
if not all points in the indicative content are covered. However, it does suggest how the 
material in the resource booklet can be used in your answer. Try to model your style of 
answer around the sample answer.
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What can you do?

Practice
You should mark other’s work, and your own after a bit of a break. You could deliberately 
write a Level 1 answer and then tweak it to bring it to Level 2 and then to Level 3. Look for 
‘Level 3-ishness’ in answers – what is it that makes that answer a Level 3, and what is it 
about that answer that means it is Level 1?

Preparation
It might be thought that an unseen issue, about which you can know nothing in advance, 
is an examination for which it is impossible to prepare. So, the night before it you can 
relax, catch up on a few box sets, play some Xbox, hang out on your Social Media site for a 
few hours …. er … no.

While relaxation is something you should build in to your examination preparation, 
you can, should and must prepare for this paper, just as much as you do for your other 
examinations. What is different is that there is no content to learn, there are no facts to 
memorise, no mnemonics to recite and no case study notes on cards which you frantically 
try to recall in the Examination Hall.

Familiarise yourself with previous papers. Be careful if they are from an examination 
series different from this one. They might be longer papers than 1 hour 30 minutes for 
example but, if they are very recent, they will be very similar to the one that you will face.

Read and think through the instructions on the cover – this does not mean that you 
can omit this step in your own ‘real’ examination, because they may be slight differences, 
but you can get the gist of what is to be expected of you.

Look at the layout of the whole paper in the question grid – again your ‘real’ 
examination may differ slightly, but this will give you some idea of what to expect.

Carefully scrutinise the decision making grid – particularly guidance to candidates. 
What are the command words (describe, outline, explain, discuss, state …)? Is a scale 
specified in any of the questions (local, regional, national)? What are the mark allocations 
to each section? What is the role you have to undertake? What skill is required (generally 
a graph)? How is it to be laid out (headings and sub-headings)? Underline, circle, 
highlight, scribble, doodle – do anything that will keep these actively in your mind while 
you write the report later.

Examine the illustrations in the resource booklet. What non-text resources are there? 
Can you use them all? Where would you use them? Look carefully at the photographs – 
what do they really show? Who produced the resources, perhaps the developers or the 
opponents – is there possible bias? What facts can you glean from the infographics, if 
used? If there is a map extract, what is shown close to the development that you might 
be able to weave into your answer? If referring to a place on the map, remind yourself 
of grid references – you don’t want to start reminding yourself of that skill when in the 
Examination proper. If there is a location map in the resource booklet, is there any way 
you could use it – think scale and direction?
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Read the text in the resource booklet. First read for the argument – get the story in 
your head. But at the same time mark the sections that you feel will answer the question 
– keep referring back to it. Highlight/underline/circle/colour code the facts that you 
want to find later, to speed up the process of finding them. Some candidates number the 
paragraphs (G1, G2 etc.) and use these in a plan they start in their answer booklet. Some 
plans take the form of spider diagrams / mind maps which show the structure of the 
answer. You can draw this plan as you read the material, and add to it as necessary.

Whatever strategy you use, you have to find a way of getting to your information quickly 
and efficiently, when you start your report.

Think. Think about the advice in this book and the advice that your teacher has given 
you and you will be prepared for the particular demands of a Decision Making Exercise. 
You may have looked at a golf course in Co. Clare, an airport development on St Helena 
Island and a mine in North Yorkshire but the Decision Making Paper that you open could 
be anything at all from anywhere at all…. However, remember that the basic structure, the 
types of resources and the requirements of the question will be much the same, no matter 
what geographical issue you encounter in the Examination Hall.
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