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Introduction 

The following paragraphs are written against my background and research in social science 

aspects of climate change adaptation, water governance and the governance and regulation of 

underground space, especially with regard to communities and civil society and in the context 

of sustainability. All of these research fields are interlinked, interdependent and the Covid-19 

pandemic has either exacerbated or at least laid bare open existing problems and it also opened 

up the chance for rethinking, improvements or change of direction of these issues.  

 

Water use, climate change and sustainability 

Working from home has increased water use across the UK. A report by Artesia Consulting 

and the University of Manchester (Alda-Vidal et al., 2020) has four main findings. First, 

changes in the organisation of life and work. Working from home means people use more water 

for cooking, drinking and cleaning and also adopt new water uses such as more intensive 

gardening. Second, at the beginning of the lockdown people adopted water intensive practices 

to protect themselves from contracting the virus (washing hands more frequently for instance), 

however, this behaviour has faded as people got used to living with the virus. Third, water 

consumption rose because people gave new or more value to outdoor gardens which require 

watering but are also used for socialising and breaks from work. Fourth, some water intensive 

practices will fade others will remain. For instance, instead of a quick shower before 

commuting to work, people tend to take longer showers throughout the day. 

 

Some people may be surprised when they receive their annual water bill as it is likely to be 

higher than last year due to the effects described in the previous paragraph. Of course, people 

use water during the day when they are at their workplaces for making coffee, tea, using the 

toilet, showering (when commuting by bike for example) or water is used of course for the 

preparation of food and cleaning in the office canteen or in food outlets. However, this water 

use usually goes undocumented for the individual user but not for the employer. In a report 

published last year, Grecksch & Lange (2019) argue for water efficiency campaigns in the 

public sector and large private organisations using social norms. Social norms are value 

commitments that shape water use behaviour. Social norms have become the tool of choice for 

today’s behavioural policy-makers. The inclusion of a social norm in a message can be a way 

to encourage citizens to carry out a wide range of socially desirable acts. Social norms serve as 

cues and they motivate action by providing information about what is likely to be effective and 
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adaptive. (Larson & Brumand, 2014; Lede & Meleady, 2019; Posner, 2002) A good example 

for a social norm is the message we find in almost every hotel room about the re-use of towels. 

Water use at the workplace uses different social norms than water use at home, however, both 

can influence each other in a positive way. A ‘water savvy person’ may influence the water use 

behaviour of colleagues in the office kitchenette and subsequently induce changes in water use 

behaviour at home. Other measures the report by Grecksch & Lange (2019) mentions are 

competitions between departments, the use of reference groups and to develop a water saving 

narrative that is embedded into the wider environmental story, i.e. climate change and energy 

use.  

 

Hence, we need to understand why and how water is valued. It is important to explore what 

values customers, communities and civil society hold towards water and why or why not they 

engage in water efficient behaviour. Values are influenced and shaped by society, culture and 

religious belief systems. (Corral-Verdugo et al., 2008; Hoolohan & Browne, 2016; Sharma & 

Jha, 2017; Simpkins, 2018; Sofoulis, 2005) Moreover, telling a story or shaping a narrative is 

of importance. Simple messages such as ‘Save more water’ do not get through to water users. 

Instead, the bigger story must be told, i.e. water efficiency should be linked to the wider 

environmental story, e.g. the water-energy-food nexus (Waterwise, 2018). At least for the 

majority of the first Covid-19 lockdown in England, a similar model seems to have worked 

well. The message: ‘Stay at home, protect the NHS, save lives’, was simple yet telling the 

bigger story. By staying at home, we protect not only ourselves but we also protect one of the 

country’s most valued institutions. How information about water efficiency is shaped and 

contextualised within a familiar frame of reference and meaning is of great importance. And, 

it makes a difference who is conveying the message about water saving – water companies, 

regulators or intermediaries. (Byerly et al., 2018; McQuail, 2005; Whiting et al., 2019) In the 

future targeted messaging could be carried out by actors, sportspersons or other well-known 

persons from for example BAME groups to reach specific audiences. Setting realistic targets 

is also of importance. There is a limit to water conservation as we for example need to use 

water to wash ourselves or to wash clothes. People may need water for religious reasons and 

some people simply do not care about efficient water use. (Ek & Söderholm, 2010; Mills & 

Schleich, 2012; Siero et al., 1996; Steg, 2008) The Covid-19 pandemic has seen the 

introduction of a new social norm: the 20 second hand wash. Messages instructing the 

population on how to do it were put up in public toilets, public buildings, through TV, radio 

and advertising in general. Competitions can also be a useful tool in the context of social norms. 

They can leverage the power of social norms. People like to know where they stand compared 

to others and they like to be told that they are good. (Petersen et al., 2015; Siero et al., 1996; 

Vine & Jones, 2016) In addition, our behaviour orientates itself at reference groups – group 

thinking. In other words, we tend to adapt our behaviour according to what is the norm within 

a reference group (Goldstein et al., 2008). Herein lies a huge potential for short and long-term 

also in combination with who is conveying a message as explained above.  

 

Hence, in the short run (1-2 years) people may become more aware of their daily water use and 

water companies, which are responsible for water efficiency campaigns in England and Wales, 

could roll out targeted campaigns on how to save more water. Daily per capita water use in the 

UK is among the highest in Europe – 142 litres per person per day compared to for example 

Germany – 121 litres per person per day (https://discoverwater.co.uk/amount-we-use). Robins 

et al. (2017) also want to create a more water-literate society, where UK citizens better risk and 

engage in decision-making about how water should be managed. ‘A more water-literate society 

will better enable water managers to shift from reactionary, crisis-driven approaches to long-

term, agenda-driven plans in line with agreed strategic goals.’ (Robins et al., 2017, p. 52) Water 

https://discoverwater.co.uk/amount-we-use
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literacy can be acquired by obtaining basic literacy competencies and a certain level of 

education (Yuto et al., 2014). The authors suggest for example to improve the water literacy of 

all local governments and residents through educational activities to ensure safe water use and 

to promote sustainable water supply. Grecksch (2021) suggests waterways or drought walks to 

reconnect people to water and to start a discussion about water and its value. Another place to 

start this necessary discussion about sustainable water use are public parks (see also below). 

The pandemic has seen an increased use of public parks and many of them have water features 

that could be used for water education. Thus, water education could become ‘a walk in the 

park’, combining recreation with education. 

 

In the long-term, water use will most probably normalise to pre-Covid levels as people adapt 

or return to their offices and workplaces although maybe not to pre-Covid levels. Decisions on 

water infrastructures are long-term decisions and are hence characterised by path dependency 

and lock-ins, i.e. policies set in the past. The current political responses in the UK to COVID-

19 point towards a recovery and return to the situation before the pandemic with economic 

growth being the main driver. 

 

However, water use will still be subject to the already existing pressures such as population 

increase and climatic changes. Sir James Bevan, chief executive of England’s Environment 

Agency, underlined in what is now known as ‘Jaws of death’ speech, that unless action is taken 

to change things, England will not have enough water to supply its needs (Bevan, 2019). Thus, 

short-term and long-term action is needed. This is supported by evidence of the UK Committee 

on Climate Change Risk Assessment, which attributed a ‘medium magnitude now’ but a ‘high 

magnitude in future’ for the ‘risk of water shortages in the public water supply, and for 

agriculture, energy generation and industry, with impacts on freshwater ecology’ in its latest 

assessment (Committee on Climate Change Risk Assessment, 2016). 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic offers the chance to rethink existing assumptions and strategies in the 

UK water sector in order to make it more sustainable. As mentioned before this includes for 

example creating a wider environmental story that connects water to food, agriculture, energy, 

and climate change. This for example means including local environmental knowledge. 

Grecksch & Lange (2018) could show that local (expert) knowledge is an emerging source of 

knowledge in UK water management. Regulators and water companies are discovering the 

value of local knowledge though. Local (expert) knowledge can fill gaps left by more abstract 

and formal environmental science knowledges and add new perspectives. And, including local 

knowledge in water resources management can empower stakeholders and strengthen the 

legitimacy of regulatory decisions. Including more local knowledge in environmental 

governance issues is of course widely discussed in the literature as for example by Jacobs et 

al. (2016) or Charles et al. (2020), but issues and questions of participation and access to 

decision-making processes remain (Grecksch & Klöck, 2020). However, one needs to be 

cautious no to create knowledge inequalities. The World Social Science Report 2016 (ISSC et 

al., 2016, p. 22) speaks of knowledge inequalities, which ‘includes the question of whose 

knowledge counts and what types of knowledge are considered most important. Knowledge 

inequalities between individuals and groups affect the capacity to make informed decisions, to 

access services and to participate in political life.’ With reference to flooding Whatmore 

(2009), (but also Landström et al. (2011)) introduced so-called Environmental Competency 

Groups (ECG). ECGs encourage scientists and local residents to work together to create 

knowledge about local environmental issues. The approach therefore creates a space where 

those who are directly affected can question expert knowledge and bring their experiences to 

bear on how the problem is framed and what different courses of action are available. It is 
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important however to start this discussion with the civil society and communities now. Recent 

opinion polls show a gap between actions and belief that threatens green recovery from 

pandemic, for example, people plan to drive more post-Covid (Watts, 2020).  

 

Public parks, public spaces and the use of underground space for infrastructure 

The lockdown has shown an increased use of public parks and public spaces but also the 

scarcity of public spaces and parks especially in areas with mostly BAME or poor people 

(Duncan et al., 2020; Office for National Statistics, 2020; Shoari et al., 2020). According to 

data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS), one in eight British households has no 

access to a private or shared garden. In London this rises to one in five. With regard to ethnic 

disparity, the ONS observes: ‘In England, Black people are nearly four times as likely as White 

people to have no access to outdoor space at home, whether it be a private or shared garden, a 

patio or a balcony (37% compared with 10%)’ (…), and ’even when we compare people of 

similar age, social grade and living situation (similar area, with or without children), those of 

Black ethnicity are 2.4 times less likely than those of White ethnicity to have a private garden’. 

(Office for National Statistics, 2020) However, access to a park or spending time in your garden 

is beneficial and positively associated with health and wellbeing (de Bell et al., 2020; Shoari 

et al., 2020). As the architect David Chipperfield reflected in a newspaper article: ‘It was the 

parks that were full not the spaces predicated on retail which we’ve been building. They have 

failed us.’ (Heathcote, 2020) In the same article the sociologist Richard Senett warns: ‘In my 

work with the UN, everything has been about making cities denser to make them more efficient, 

more liveable and sustainable. I worry that the pandemic will have passed in a few months but 

we may succeed in dismantling all our progress and just building suburbs again. Which are a 

disaster.’ (ibid.) 
 

Schindler (2015) could show for the US how architecture can exclude for example access to 

areas by certain population groups (mostly African Americans in her examples) for recreation 

thereby reinforcing discrimination and segregation. For the UK, the issue of land ownership 

and access to land has been gaining track. Shrubsole (2019) compiled a list of the biggest 

landowning companies in the UK, which together own more than 405,000 hectares of land in 

England and Wales, land which is mostly inaccessible to the public. During the first lockdown, 

Gomm and Shrubsole (2020) also made the case for golf courses to open their gates to the 

public thereby offering much needed green space. Generally speaking, more public green 

spaces mean more space for social distancing, which is vital during a pandemic. The 

Countryside and Rights of Way Act (CRoW) 2000 implemented the right to roam, however, 

not everywhere. Scotland introduced a more wider ranging Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 

institutionalising unhindered open access to open countryside provided that care is taken.  

 

England and Wales could follow suit as a short and long-term response to the pandemic and 

the issue of access to public spaces. Unhindered access to wild and open country side could 

also reconnect people with nature thereby helping and supporting long term sustainability 

goals, i.e. access to nature, leads to valuing of nature, which leads to protection of nature. In 

cities and towns, future focus should be on creating public spaces and public parks for BAME 

people as they are currently lacking sufficient access to public parks or gardens as outline 

above. And referring to the first topic reviewed above – water and climate change – those parks 

could be the places for water features and water education. Droughts or floods could be 

‘memorialised’ in public parks serving as a reminder of drought or flood. Hence, public parks 

with water features provide an opportunity to render more visible the issue of water availability 

for a range of citizens also in urban areas, i.e. by showing changes in water levels of the water 

features and vegetation e.g. during periods of drought. Already media images of hot and water 
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scarce summer periods usually show citizens congregating in parks and on beaches in the UK, 

with children playing in water fountains. (Grecksch, 2021)  

 

My current research is on the governance and regulation of underground space use in the UK 

(Grecksch, under review). Underground space is used for a variety of purposes, for example 

for mining, the extraction of coal and gas, transport, storage, or the extraction of groundwater. 

Other uses which are of potential interest here are storage and the shifting of other infrastructure 

underground. This way space above ground could be freed up and used for much need public 

parks. For example, in Helsinki, Finland we find a public swimming pool underground 

(Vähäaho, 2016) as well as a wastewater treatment plant (ibid.). But there are no limits and for 

instance waste disposal or sorting sites could be built or relocated underground. However, it is 

important to embed this into a spatial planning programme that interlinks the above with the 

underground. Again, the city of Helsinki is a forerunner in this respect (Vähäaho, 2016, 2018) 

with its Underground Master Plan as are the Netherlands, the first country in the world to 

publish a national planning strategy for the subsurface (Government of the Netherlands, 2018; 

Volchko et al., 2020).  

 

Summary 

There is a striking parallel between COVID-19 and climate change. Both are global 

phenomena, but the impacts are local and they differ from locality to locality. In return this 

should mean a focus on the local when it comes to responses. However, his would mean a 

complete rethinking of current, overcentralised British politics and policy-making. Focussing 

on the local could regain trust in political institutions and legitimise decisions and measures 

taken locally. People could ‘own’ their decisions and actions.  

 

Both areas I presented pose opportunities to shape a fairer and more inclusive society. Building 

public parks in areas where so far people have no or only limited access to green space will be 

beneficial for their overall health and well-being. This can also reduce long-term costs for the 

public health system, it can empower them and strengthen their communities. At the same time 

saving water and using water more sustainably can be shaped as a community effort, again 

using target messages and messengers. It is also important to involve these communities (e.g., 

BAME and poor people) into the decision-making, because often these communities have 

sufficient local knowledge to make for example sure a new public park is accepted by the 

community and has all the necessary amenities.  

 

This is a time for rethinking, for developing ideas and potentially (though unlikely) radical 

change. One way to develop ideas is to build scenarios – blue-sky thinking about the future 

and trying to answer the question: what could happen? (De Jouvenel, 2000; Durance & Godet, 

2010; Grecksch, 2018) Building these scenarios must include groups that are usually less well 

represented such as BAME minorities or young people. Once developed, scenarios open up the 

possibility for further exercises such as backcasting (Quist et al., 2011; van der Voorn et al., 

2012). This means going back to the present and building a roadmap of concrete steps on how 

to achieve the desired scenario. Scenario building gets people talking and discussing and they 

are exposed to opinions that may be opposed to their own. But one goal is to make them aware 

that other worlds are possible. And with reference to the point above these scenario exercise 

could happen local to make sure that they are not too general and fuzzy. 
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