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Preface

On the 9th of August 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) released their 6th assessment on the state 
of the climate emergency. They reported that it is unequivocal 
that human activity has warmed the atmosphere, ocean and 
land. Weather and climate extremes, such as heatwaves, heavy 
precipitation, droughts, and tropical cyclones, now affect every 
region of the globe. Sadly, this is in spite of the stark warnings  
and calls to action previously made by the IPCC in 2013.
 The message of the IPCC is clear: by the middle of this 
century we must reduce the climate to no more than 1.5 degrees 
above pre-industrial levels through urgent, systematic and 
global reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. This aim is not 
impossible, but it is proving to be challenging. Many nations are 
unwilling and/or unable to take the actions necessary in spite 
of the increasing degradation and suffering of our human and 
natural systems.
 The deleterious effects of our changing climate are well 
known to the human and nonhuman inhabitants of the Calder 
Catchment, Yorkshire. The flooding that they have always 
experienced, due the topography of their land, has become 
increasingly difficult to bear. Homes, businesses, habitats and 
other natural and manmade features have been damaged over 
multiple flooding events and the fear of flooding is always 
present. However, many who live and work in the area are  
coming together and taking action. 
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‘Towards a Common Waters Policy’ is an attempt to understand 
and honour the often challenging work undertaken by the many 
stewards who care for the Calder Catchment.
 Anthropologist Megan Clinch and artist Ruth Levene 
contributed to Arts Catalyst's Test Sites programme between 
2017–2021. This programme sought to curate a series of inquiries 
into matters of concern connected with environmental change – 
such as flooding, pollution, and species loss – and their impact  
on local culture and the health and wellbeing of our ecosystems 
and ourselves. At each site, local people were engaged in art-led 
co-inquiries, working with artists, scientists, and other experts.
 As part of this programme, Megan and Ruth conducted 
research with and for the inhabitants of the Calder Catchment. 
They explored their experiences and understandings of local 
environmental change, and latterly, developed tools and spaces 
of reflection to support more sustainable, just and enjoyable 
stewardship work in the future. 
 This publication charts and details this work. In doing so  
it reveals what the inhabitants of the Calder Catchment can teach 
us about how to encounter the climate crisis locally, in order to 
contribute to a more positive global climate future.

Claudia Lastra, Executive Director  
& Joint CEO, Arts Catalyst



River Calder / Calder and Hebble Navigation 
2017 by Ruth Levene
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~ Working Waters, Catchment Model Base.

Shaped by approaches to research 
and engagement, the fruits of 

the conversations went back and 
forth between artist Ruth Levene, 
anthropologist Megan Clinch and 
inhabitants of Calder over a 5 year 
period. The project was directed 

through the people Megan and Ruth 
met and stories they told.

At the heart of ‘Working Waters’ and 
its follow up ‘Towards a Common 

Waters Policy’ sat a series of 
conversations aimed at understanding 
why flooding happened in the Calder 

and its Catchment, and who was 
responsible.
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Immersion in the Calder

A Catchment is an area of land through which precipitation 
(e.g. rain, melting snow, etc.) drains into a body of water (eg. a 
river, lake or reservoir). The Calder catchment includes the land 
that surrounds the Calder River and the intersecting Calder 
and Hebble Navigation. By exploring the whole Catchment, it 
becomes possible to understand how other issues, such as land 
management, relate to flooding. In turn, by focussing on practices 
such as land management, it becomes necessary to identify and 
engage with the sociocultural values that underpin such practices.
 In 2017, a ‘loose mapping’ of the Catchment began. This 
included short residences on a canal boat and conversations 
with people who had different perspectives on water: historical, 
cultural, institutional, technical, and social.

~  Research Canal Boat trip, Calder & Hebble Navigation, 2017.

‘Tools’ were then designed to help foster conversations with 
Catchment inhabitants. A topographical model of the catchment, 
showing the steep sided upper valley, was followed by a 
stratification layer cake which was vetted by a local geologist 
and eaten with people over a cup of tea. Participant observation, 
analysis of key policy documents, semi structured interviews with 
‘water card prompts’ all took place. More individual insights were 
sought through Waterlog, a series of specially made personalised 
books given to two of the participants to fill in like a diary.

~  Group discussion with The Dewsbury Angling Club, 2018. 
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~ Calder Catchment Topographical Model, 2018.

~  Stratification Layer Cake, in discussion with Geologist Chris Stewart, 2018.
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During this period of research an array of people involved 
in flood recovery/resilience, conservation, and tourism were 
engaged with. This included: groups involved in natural flood 
management (NFM), conservation professionals and volunteers, 
anglers, a canal boat company, and representatives from key 
governmental and third sector organisations (local and national). 
A rich understanding of their knowledge, experiences and 
concerns were developed.
 As the conversations continued and the research evolved, 
the issues and tensions participants raised were visualised and 
embodied in a series of miniature scenes in a piece entitled 
‘Working Waters’. Small enough to hold in the palm of a  
hand, they sat on a catchment base that showed the river  
and navigation.

~ Working Waters, Hebden Bridge Arts Festival, 2019.

Designed with a war room strategic operations model in mind, 
this work consolidated the research journey into a form that 
Calder inhabitants could engage with. At its most static ‘Working 
Waters’ enabled them to take in the wide-ranging concerns people 
had around water, flooding and governance and share them with 
one another. However, when gatherings around the model were 
structured through a series of role play scenarios, it truly came to 
life. It offered people the opportunity to not only understand the 
complex picture, but also, create a world through which future 
actions could be imagined and debated. As the model toured the 
Calder (Hebden Bridge, Mirfield, and Castleford), Megan and 
Ruth developed their skills and thinking with regard to creating 
collaborative and equitable spaces for imagining environmental 
futures. This experience helped establish the foundations for  
the final work of the project, ‘Towards a Common Waters Policy’.

~ Working Waters, 2019. 



~ Volunteer Bunting, Mirfield Library, 2019.
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Stewardship in the Calder

One conservation professional reminisced about a time before 
national environmental agencies had had their funding cut due 
to the 2011 financial crisis as part of the governments austerity 
measures (Natural England, the Environment Agency and the 
Department of the Environment and Rural Affairs). During 
this time, he recalled that much work was being done to link 
up the many projects that sought to restore habitats across the 
catchment. However, in the wake of austerity, capacity was 
drastically reduced resulting in two problematic consequences. 
First, the reduced capacity of national statutory organisations 
meant that they did not have people making decisions about 
Calder ‘who know the ground’. Second, that much stewardship 
was increasingly being picked up by local government and the 
voluntary sector, both of whom are also buckling under the strain 
of austerity.
 Under the 2010 Flood and Water Management Act, local 
authorities are responsible for: developing and maintaining a  
local flood risk strategy, maintaining a register of local flood  

risk assets, and managing the risk of flooding from surface water, 
groundwater and ordinary watercourses. Moreover, bound by 
a ‘duty to cooperate’ they must work with partners including 
Highways Authorities, Water and Sewerage Companies, and local 
third sector organisations to develop and deliver a programme  
of flood resilience and recovery work.
 Collectively, this partnership represents and has control 
over different parts of the Catchment. However, they also bring 
with them an array of often competing commitments and 
responsibilities. Water Companies have a statutory responsibility 
to ensure water bills are good value for customers as well as 
being accountable to their shareholders. This can leave little 
capacity and resources to spend on various measures that will 
help respond to flooding. The sustainability of small third sector 
organisations is always in question due to the constant pressure  
to apply for funding. Moreover, since 2011 Local Authorities  
have experienced a 49.1% cut in local government funding.
 It is important to note that the work undertaken by the 
partnership is in many ways very successful and they have 
achieved a huge amount. Moreover, all members are acutely  
aware of, and reflect on these tensions and issues. They are doing 
their best in a sometimes irrational and nonsensical system.
 Tensions and pressures are also repeated outside of the 
meeting rooms in which the flood partnership gathers. Much 
stewardship work is undertaken by volunteers, who we were often 
told, are rewarded with extensive health and wellbeing benefits 
in exchange for their labour (e.g. combating loneliness, being 
physically active). However, many of the volunteers we met also 
expressed a range of stresses that came along with their work. 
They were worried about projects ending due to funds running 
out or were anxious about the level of responsibility or amount 
of work they had to do to keep a project going. One conservation 
worker, who loved the volunteers they worked with, said “…I will 
sing the praises of the volunteers ‘til the cows come home’ “ but “...
paid staff and projects that last longer than 18 months” are required 
if meaningful and effective stewardship work is to be achieved.
 They and other conservation workers also expressed their 
own stresses and anxieties. They were constantly having to apply 
for project funding that often lasted no more than two years. 
Many were spread across a number of projects on part time 
contracts. Once funding was secured organisations struggled  
to keep up with the monitoring and evaluation requirements 
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placed on them by funders, moreover, many did not feel that  
the metrics used to evaluate their work were meaningful.  
They felt they abstracted, fragmented and disappeared impacts 
into numbers or narrow understandings of ecological systems.
 The precarity and abstraction that saturated stewardship 
practices not only impacted on the health of stewards, but also, 
the health of the Catchment itself. Austerity and a continued 
focus on economic development, the very thing that has 
decimated our natural systems, meant that sustainable forms  
of stewardship were difficult, if not impossible. Many of the 
people who joined the conversations grappled with this paradox. 
They also told us that time was running out and nature itself is 
losing patience. As one Council employee put it:

“ …you’ve got this sort of bureaucratic  
infrastructure of how we go on as a society  
and an economy overlaid on a natural  
environment which comes and bites you  
on the bum if you neglect or abuse it..”

As mentioned previously, the stewards of the Calder are acutely 
aware of, and reflect on, the difficulties of their work. Such 
thought and care has led to some potentially transformative 
approaches to stewardship, which could offer hope to 
environmental stewards everywhere.
 When volunteering with a NFM group, the time they spent 
on preparing and serving food for their volunteers was notable. 
This is not to say that other groups do not love and show concern 
for their volunteers, but that the communal feeding and feasting 
of this group was as fundamental to their work as planting trees. 
During tree planting weekends, the leftovers of the evening meal 
were made into soup for the next day, which was transported and 
served in a large insulated home-made pot. When asked why so 
much time was put into feeding their volunteers, the leaders of 
this group said that as a permaculture project “…people care is just 
as important as land care. Hence all the feeding”.
 The Lancet Commission on Planetary Health states that 
for too long “…we have been mortgaging the health of future 
generations to realise economic and development gains in the 
present” (Whitmee et al., 2015). Given this, they insist that we need 

to live in ways that acknowledge the undeniable: the health of 
humans is one in the same as the health of the planet. Such new 
approaches to living with, and caring for, our natural systems 
include equitable patterns of consumption; reductions in 
population growth and harnessing the power of technology 
to support environmental sustainability. The commission 
also proposes the realignment of local, national, regional and 
global systems of governance to enable civil society and local 
communities to be active participants in the development of 
localised planetary health interventions. Building on Elinor 
Ostrom’s (Ostrom, 1991) approach to commons management, the 
Commission calls for ‘bottom up’ governance that enables 
communities to steward common pool resources (e.g. air, water, 
habitable land) in a manner that draws on local expertise and 
needs.
 As we can see from the Calder, the work of environmental 
stewards is often difficult and precarious. They are expected 
to respond to the environmental crisis with few resources and 
in a context in which economic prosperity and gain still loom 
large. This comes at great cost to their health and the health of 
the catchment. However, some stewards offer a different way of 
thinking, doing and living with the catchment and our natural 
systems in general. The permaculture principles of care for the 
earth, care for people and fair share enable stewards to say ‘no’  
to the unsustainable abstraction from nature and the public.

(Whitmee et al., 2015)  
Whitmee, S., Haines, A., Beyrer, C., Boltz, F., Capon, A.G., Dias, B.F. 
de S., Ezeh, A., Frumkin, H., Gong, P., Head, P., Horton, R., Mace, 
G.M., Marten, R., Myers, S.S., Nishtar, S., Osofsky, S.A., Pattanayak, 
S.K., Pongsiri, M.J., Romanelli, C., Soucat, A., Vega, J., Yach, D., 2015. 
Safeguarding human health in the Anthropocene epoch: report of The 
Rockefeller Foundation-Lancet Commission on planetary health. Lancet 
386, 1973–2028. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60901-1

(Ostrom, 1991)  
Ostrom, E., 1991. Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions 
for Collective Action. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge;  
New York.
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Living with the Catchment

“ People are a part of their environment,  
not separate from it.” — Conservation Worker, Calder

Towards a Common Waters Policy is a response to the 
conversations and research with Calder inhabitants. It aims to 
recognise their work, loves, and struggles and provide some ‘rules 
of thumb’ through which they can live with flooding and be part 
of our natural systems in a sustainable and equitable manner.
 The Covid Pandemic meant that the process of developing 
the work with participants had to be done remotely, rather than 
through a series of live events and exhibitions. All participants 
were sent a film entitled ‘A Report’, that summarised the research. 
After this a series of online meetings were scheduled. The 
participants were arranged into groups to ensure that they could 
engage in conversations that represented key commonalities and 
tensions identified by the research.

Inspired by the interactions that occurred around ‘Working 
Waters’, all participants were invited to imagine and speculate 
about how they might collectively nurture the commonalities 
and address the tensions they face during their stewardship work. 
These conversations and speculations then became Towards a 
Common Waters Policy.
 The thickness of the policy evidence base means that it can 
connect people with their environment in diverse interconnected 
ways: technically, politically, culturally and emotionally. By 
holding all of these domains together and setting a caring tone, 
the policy encourages attentiveness and understanding when 
making and maintaining relationships with the diverse actors 
who hope to address climate change and flooding. Together these 
dimensions of the policy are where its efficacy lies, it is a call to 
action that pays attention to all dimensions of action: head, hand, 
and heart.

~ Extract from Towards a Common Waters Policy

GOVERN 
WITH CARE 
& COMMON 

PURPOSE

PROTECT THE 
COMMON 

PURPOSE WITH 
LOVE & LAW
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The following miniature scenes 
were made to visualise and embody 

the issues and tensions that the 
participants raised. Small enough to 

hold in the palm of a hand, they sat on 
a catchment base that showed the river 

and navigation.

Brought to life through a series 
of structured role play scenarios, 

participants had the opportunity to 
not only understand the complex 

picture around water, flooding 
and governance, but also, add their 
own miniatures and create a world 

through which future actions could be 
imagined and debated.
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Preface

We went on a journey, to find out what was causing 
flooding, how it related to the climate emergency and  
what we can do about it.

Towards a Common Waters Policy is the result  
of this journey.

It is a call to action based on the knowledge, struggles, 
ingenuity and hopes of those who we met and learnt from. 
People who we can all learn from when addressing the 
climate emergency in our own local environments.

Towards a Common Waters Policy calls for a transformation 
of how we relate to water, nature and the organisations 
responsible and engaged in all forms of flood action. 
Inspired by the concept of planetary health it insists that 
the health of humans and the health of the planet are one in 
the same thing. Given this, the Towards a Common Waters 
Policy provides a practical guide for imagining and doing 
rooted in the reproduction of social-ecological systems 
aimed at nurturing and protecting natural, social, cultural 
and emotional wealth.
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Towards a Common Waters 
Policy is a call to action to help us 
value and maintain our love for, 

knowledge of, and dependency on 
water. So we can protect nature and 

so nature can protect us.

On the following pages are rules of 
thumb of how to put this into the 

everyday, so that we can:
Relate to and live with water 
Learn and govern with water 

Work with water for the good of all
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On relating to 
and living with 

water
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Expect the rains  
to fall

Know the source 
and its journey
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Floods will happen

82
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Create surfaces for 
the waters to fall

Give space for the 
waters to rise



Respect the power 
and energy of  

the water
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Harness the power 
and energy of  

the water



Work for the 
benefit of the 

wildlife and trees

87 88

Let the wildlife 
and trees work  

for us
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Nobody owns  
the rain
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Water is not  
a commodity

Water is a  
resource for all
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Water is a home Water gives and 
sustains life
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Use it with care 
and thought

Work with it not 
against it



98

On learning 
and governing 

with water
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There is more than 
one way to know

Respect all 
knowledge from 

head, heart  
to hand
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Look further afield 
to see what is 

coming our way

101
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Give voice to those 
who do not speak

Give rights to the 
things on which 

we all depend
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Notice the 
commonalities and 

celebrate them

Acknowledge the 
differences, do not 

fear them



107 108

Invest to nurture 
and not to take

Give sustenance 
and plan for  
the future
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Govern with 
care & common 

purpose

Protect the 
common purpose 
with love & law
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Celebrate the 
committed 
enthusiasts  

& doers

Encourage them  
to play
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Let rituals arise to 
help us notice, care 
& navigate change

113
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On working 
with water for 
the good of all
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Make time  
to cooperate

Ruminate on the 
right solution for 

the right place
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Nourish those  
who work for the  
water & the life  

it supports

Support and 
repay them in 

meaningful way
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Provide the  
tools needed

Measure in ways 
that matter
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Recognise  
different values

Work towards 
equitable solutions
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Acknowledge  
your role

Support one 
another in the 

changes we need  
to make



IN  
CONVERSATION
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Since undertaking their journey 
through the Calder Catchment 

together and with communities in 
West Yorkshire, Megan and Ruth talk 

and reflect about their experiences 
working together on what became 

‘Towards A Commons Waters Policy’.
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comes to England’s clean and waste 
water system, it was a triumph of 
engineering that saved many lives 
and is seen as one of the best in 
the world. But the pipe system is 
now old, and we’re already seeing 
the effects of climate change 
adding more strain. The focus on 
engineering and money has left a 
lack of connection, understanding 
and agency between the everyday 
public and our waters.

Megan – The absurdity of 
managing water is an entry 
point into a whole conversation 
around what we think science and 
technology can do and the values 
and assumptions that underpin 
them. Are these systems in place 
just because they are the best or 
because they are a product of 
a powerful world view? That is 
not to say they are bad, but it is 
important to step back and think 
about where they come from. The 
other interesting thing is when 
you begin to look at how these 
systems work up close they are not 
necessarily coherent or systematic 
as they seem to be. They are full 
of contradictions, twists, turns 
and changes in direction often in 
response to various social, political 
and economic factors. They can 
also be accidental.

Ruth – And you start to notice 
that when you look closely at the 
picture. The details and the many 
views were important for both of us.

For me, listening to people’s 
thoughts and ideas acts as a guide. 
They become a route to navigate 
a wider system. I learn way more 
than what seems necessary as 
an artist, but I see the work as a 
process of collective exploration. 
My role is to create tools and 
spaces for dialogue in order to tell 
our own story of a system and in 
doing so help re-imagine new ones. 
But equally I can get lost in the 
process of listening and learning, 
almost seduced by it. I am never 
an expert, but I know enough to be 
able to have a reasonably informed 
discussion with the ‘experts’. Often I 
will find myself having to step back 
and question what I’m actually 
doing there.

Megan – You get lost in the insider 
or ‘emic’ view. First rule you learn 
at anthropology school is try not 
to do that. You have to immerse 
yourself but simultaneously be on 
the outside and maintain an ‘etic’ 
view, otherwise you get lost.

Ruth – Putting ourselves in 
situations and just talking to 
people, albeit in slightly different 
ways, one thing would lead to 
another. I think we’re both critical 
of the status quo, which also helps 
drive that questioning. You always 
said you can’t see culture because 
you are in it, at this point we were 
outside of that culture.

Ruth – I remember from very early 
on there was a real ease, shared 
enthusiasm and curiosity between 
us. We didn’t have to shift our 
language to communicate despite 
being from different disciplines.

Megan – When we first spoke 
I wanted to make connections 
with you and Calder as I felt it 
could help me work through some 
ideas. I had become interested in 
organisations, institutions and 
forms of knowledge that struggle 
to help us face our increasingly 
precarious worlds. I was also 
interested in attempts to bring 
different kinds of knowledge 
together to address and act on 
complex and ‘wicked’ problems. 
How you explained your previous 
work with water systems, as well as 
our shared concerns about climate 
change, enabled me to see how I 
could explore these things further. 
We both seemed to be concerned 
with complex problems and how 
social and technical knowledge is 
brought together to tackle them.

Ruth  – Yes, there were definite 
crossovers from the start. I 
always want to reveal and make 
sense of complex and seemingly 
impenetrable systems and how they 
function or don’t.

I wanted to unpick how we’ve 
chosen to organise and manage 
our water but I also wanted to 
put water into a social frame, to 
understand it in a broader way. I 

learnt about water systems through 
the lens of engineers exploring the 
pipe systems, reservoirs, and water 
companies whilst in residence at 
the Pennine Water Group at the 
University of Sheffield.

I knew that the hydrological cycle 
involved much more than the 
typical old school image of the rain, 
sea, clouds and mountains. How we 
manage our land and policies about 
seemingly unrelated things all have 
an impact on water and flooding. 
We had to look closely at the details 
and you knew that too.

Megan – As an anthropologist who 
has always studied how biomedical/
scientific knowledge is assembled 
and accomplished through cultural 
practice, there was a real meeting 
point for us when thinking about 
water as social. Together we 
could prod at the assumption that 
water and the way we manage it 
is somehow totally logical and 
the culmination of advanced 
engineering techniques.

Ruth – There is something 
wonderfully absurd at the idea 
of managing the never ending 
cycle of moving water. You just 
have to follow the water’s journey 
from its source to reveal the 
complexities, contradictions, 
successes and failings of these 
technocratic governance systems, 
fixed boundaries and ideas it passes 
through. Don’t get me wrong, 
there is much to celebrate when it 
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developed a set of ‘playing cards’ 
with illustrations of the wider 
social, economic, political and 
environmental interactions that 
surround the hydrological cycle. 
We began to introduce them to 
our interviews and conversations 
as a prompt to stimulate their 
perspectives.

Megan – The cards allowed people 
to show their understanding of 
the water system but from their 
viewpoint (an angler, a canal boat 
engineer, etc.). It reminded people 
of all the issues at play and then 
prompted them to tell their story 
and opinions about how things are 
and how they want them to be.

Ruth – Yes, they also remind 
people how much they already 
know. These visual prompts are 
important in what I do: they reflect, 
enable, share and support people’s 
thinking. It was this same thinking 
that went onto shape the Working 
Waters model and miniatures.

Megan – Absolutely, the miniatures 
embodied the things we had heard 
in the interviews, seen in the group 
sessions with the cards, cake and 
topographical model and through 
participant observation. They were 
a compendium of local knowledge. 
They allowed us to take these 
conversations to a different place, 
to mirror them back and then ask 
people what next?

They also worked because they 
were ‘authentic’ for want of a better 
word. People could recognise 
themselves and others in them: 
there was a richness and unresolved 
quality about them. This meant 
people could inhabit and play 
with them with confidence and 
openness. This seems to be where 
our practices began to align and 
start to do something interesting. 
Rich description and framings 
that support people to critique and 
tools to support them to speculate. 
This is when the cake mix went in 
the oven and started to form into 
a more solid structure… not too 
structured though.

Ruth – Yes, I think we created 
enough for people to recognise, 
hold onto and orient themselves, 
but not so much that they couldn’t 
take it in the direction they wanted. 
Seeing all of the ‘players’ or issues 
on the catchment map together 
was a constant reminder of the 
bigger picture. It forces you to look 
beyond your own narrative and 
see what happens to other people, 
places, creatures and things when 
you make certain decisions. And 
all this brought a wider sense of 
responsibility and empathy but 
equally it offered a kind of agency.

Megan – By reflecting the picture 
of the system back to those who 
had given it to us, the different 
ways of seeing, experiencing, 
knowing and attempting to act 
on flooding became perceptible. 

Megan – Yeah and I think we are 
both just really interested in why 
people think what they do and do 
what they do. A commitment to 
understanding and possibly doing 
differently…

Ruth – I remember a very energetic 
beginning period where we both 
seemed to be really excited about 
what we were discovering. But at 
some point it became clear to me 
that you needed to lead something 
in your language using your tools 
and that was the beginning of you 
going off and doing ethnography. 
Up until that point we were 
theoretically speaking, making a 
cake mix, lots of good ingredients 
but no formal structure as of yet.

Megan – I agree, but almost 
drowning in the cake mix was a real 
revelation for me and a refreshing 
change. It made me remember and 
insist on my tools and process as 
an anthropologist. In particular, it 
forced me to articulate a position. 
Why I wanted to take a certain 
approach and for what reasons. 
Rationally I knew all of these things 
but working with you forced me 
to explicitly perform being an 
anthropologist, which I think I had 
lost a bit from working in medical 
schools where I tend to be framed, 
for lots of reasons, as a qualitative 
researcher.

Ruth – I can empathise with that, 
during a residency in the faculty of 
engineering I was frequently asked 

at the beginning what are you going 
to make? or what’s your outcome 
going to be?

I had to insist that my process had 
space to take its natural course 
which was one of exploration, 
reflection and responsiveness.

It took me a little while to realise 
one of my strengths in those 
situations is to ask the seemingly 
obvious basic questions. Questions 
that people blind to their own 
culture would have forgotten or 
hadn’t needed to ask for a long 
time. When you ask a ‘why’ 
question to a ‘how’ culture it 
can stump people, but can also 
reveal their assumptions and 
commitments.

Megan – Standing on the boundary 
between the inside and the 
outside can be very powerful, for 
researchers, participants and people 
in general. I think we have both 
been trying not to drown in a sea of 
‘interdisciplinarity’ for sometime… 
it can mean that you lose your 
critical voice. Our interdisciplinary 
work was successful because it did 
the opposite. It made us define and 
establish what we wanted to do, 
why and how.

Ruth – One of the things we 
wanted to do was appreciate what 
people knew about their local water 
system and how they thought it 
should be interacted with, managed 
and treated in the future. I had 



135 136

The complexity and messiness 
remained but we were able to 
hold a safe space that empowered 
people to establish their view and 
pick and choose how they wanted 
to act. I guess it helped people 
have a grasp of complexity; they 
could appreciate and be moved by 
it but not so much that they were 
bamboozled by it.

Ruth – The important thing 
was that people felt confident to 
recognise that what they had to 
say was worth being heard. We 
also worked hard to make it a 
respectful space based on listening. 
This meant we could disagree 
and critique without fear. By the 
time we got to the development of 
Towards a Common Waters Policy, 
holding and establishing a playful 
and respectful space was rooted in 
our shared methodology.

I wasn’t sure exactly how we were 
going to get from Working Waters 
to building Towards a Common 
Waters Policy. I was concerned that 
we would lose the detail and thick 
description when re-imaging a new 
future scenario. I wanted the policy 
to be firmly rooted in and born out 
of the research otherwise it would 
become meaningless. Equally I 
didn’t want the current complexity 
and problems to keep us stuck and 
stop us imagining a new way. I 
struggled with how we were going 
to be able to achieve that, but it was 
the constant shift between macro to 
micro over such a long time frame 

that enabled that to happen. We 
could bring the small, personal and 
meaningful as well as the technical, 
practical and political along  
with us.

Megan – I was not so worried 
about that. An important 
dimension of anthropology is 
exactly that, understanding and 
contextualising local practice in 
relation to the global systems. 
That is not to say it is an easy task! 
Making this relationship clear but 
not static is very difficult.

What was remarkable was that the 
spaces created became more than 
understanding and knowing where 
other people were coming from. 
It allowed people to experiment 
with new relationships and kinds of 
relating across multiple domains, 
some of which are often silenced, 
devalued and disconnected in 
everyday practice. As we say in 
the preface to the policy it aims 
to provide ‘...a practical guide for 
imagining and doing, rooted in the 
reproduction of social-ecological 
systems, aimed at nurturing and 
protecting natural, social, cultural 
and emotional wealth’. When 
reading the policy to people it 
has been striking how they are 
both surprised and relieved to be 
encouraged to integrate nature, 
society, culture and emotion as 
threads in one interconnected 
system. This of course still freaks  
a lot of people out, but in a good  
way I think.
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Thank you to all those who participated and 
contributed Towards A Common Waters Policy 

Alison Cotterill (Kirklees Public Health), Arthur, Bill, Lester and all at Safe 
Anchor Trust, Cllr Barry Collins, Heather Pitchard, Hugh Firman, Robin 
Dalton, and Sian Rogers (Calderdale Council), Castleford Heritage Trust, 
Chris Stewart (geologist and Mirfield resident), Christina Hooley and all 
at Treesponsibility, Colin and the Dewsbury Angling Club, David Langley 
and the Cromwell Bottom Wildlife Group, Debbie Davies, Ken Davies, 
Paula Marshall, and Sarah Jayne Robbins, Todmorden Flood Action Group, 
Granville Davies (Yorkshire Water), Helen Batt, Jo Arnold, and Sally Kelling 
(Environment Agency), Helen Meller (formally Hebden Bridge Arts 
Festival), Hilary Brooke (Canal and River Trust/Mirfield Promenade),  
Cllr John Nottingham (Mirfield Council), Joseph Holden, Claire Gee, 
Richard Grayson and all at Water@Leeds, Linda Davis and Patricia Thornes, 
(Soroptimist International of Dewsbury), Liz Sharp and everyone at  
Twenty 65/PWG (University of Sheffield), Mark Heath, Sean McGinley, 
Stuart McKenzie, and Tim Eastop (Canal and River Trust), Mark Thompson, 
(formally Calderdale Council), Matt Taylor (Forest and Land Ltd.), Mike 
Benson (formally Director of the National Mining Museum), Polly Webber, 
(Alternative Technology Centre), Robin Gray (Slow the Flow and Pennine 
Prospects), Rosie Holdsworth (National Trust), Sue Bentley (Mirfield 
Promenade), Susan Stevens and all at Shire Cruises, The staff and volunteers 
of Mirfield Library, Tom Wright (formally Canal and River Trust),  
Veronica Strang (Durham University), Vicky Holliday (Creative Scene), 
Catherine Long, Colette Brown and family, David Fletcher, David Pinder, 
Melvyn Rutter, Paul Harrison, Steve Benson, Visitors to the 2019 Hebden 
Bridge Arts Festival workshop, Visitors to the 2019 Mirfield Arts Festival 
workshop, Visitors to the 2019 Queens Mill Castleford workshop.

During the project Megan, Ruth and the Arts Catalyst team had the 
pleasure of hearing about, and then finally meeting, Dongria Kondh 
from Treesponsibility who sadly passed away in June of this year. Many 
people across the Catchment spoke of  her unwavering commitment to 
the Catchment and climate action. Her approach to this work has deeply 
inspired our research and is an important source of learning for us all.
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Biographies

Ruth Levene 
Ruth Levene is an artist based in 
Sheffield, Yorkshire. She often combines 
research-based participatory and socially 
engaged projects with mapping, walking, 
performance and video. Framed by the need 
to change the way we live, in the face of the 
current ecological and climate crisis, she 
currently explores wheat farming, water 
governance, flooding and access and land 
use. She works to bring people together who 
have different expertise and tacit knowledge, 
to collectively explore and re-think the 
systems and stories we live by. 

She has had commissions and residencies 
with Yorkshire Sculpture Park (Bretton), 
Wysing Arts Centre (Cambridge), National 
Media Museum (Bradford), BBC Radio 
3 & Sound and Music, In Certain Places 
(Preston), Cornerhouse (Manchester) and 
Arts & Heritage, National Trust.

She’s exhibited and performed at Arnolfini 
(Bristol), KIASMA, Finnish National 
Gallery (Helsinki), Northern Gallery 
for Contemporary (Sunderland) part 
of AV Festival, ICA (London), Dundee 
Contemporary Arts, MK Gallery (Milton 
Keynes) & Modern Art Oxford, Millennium 
Gallery (Sheffield) and Site Gallery, part 
of Abandon Normal Devices Festival, 
(Castleton).

Megan Clinch 
Megan is a social anthropologist and 
Senior Lecturer at the Wolfson Institute 
of Population Health, QMUL. She is 
interested in reflecting on how communities 
understand their health and become 
involved in the co-production of public 
health interventions and services. This 
includes initiatives aimed at addressing 
health inequalities in East London and 
flooding in the north of England. Much of 
her research is designed and delivered in 
collaboration with the public using socially 
engaged art led approaches

Arts Catalyst 
Arts Catalyst works across art, science 
and technology to produce ambitious new 
projects that critically engage with our 
changing world.

We programme exhibitions, events, 
residencies, performances and publications, 
often working in collaboration with national 
and international partner organisations 
from the fields of art, science and academia. 
Our public programme is intrinsic to our 
work, creating space for conversation, 
debate and fresh thinking. 

Since 1994, we’ve commissioned more than 
170 artists’ projects, including major new 
works by the Otolith Group, Agnes Meyer 
Brandis, Tomás Saraceno, Aleksandra Mir, 
Larry Achiampong and David Blandy, and 
Susan Schuppli. 

We frequently work in non-traditional arts 
spaces, often within a particular landscape. 
Through collective inquiries we investigate 
urgent global concerns, bringing together 
artists, scientists, communities and 
interest groups to address issues such as 
environmental change and inequality.

We believe in the potential of artists and 
cultural organisations to be active agents of 
change, challenging how culture, science 
and technology are defined, valued and 
understood.
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