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                                 a Thames Estuary 

                                Creative Commons 

the public right to culture across Britain’s largest waterway 

 

The Thames Estuary serves many purposes. As the country’s major 

waterway and shipping channel, it was once the centre of the British 

Empire controlling a quarter of the world’s land via sea. It includes some 

of the UK’s most beautiful landscapes and its coastal habitats and 

marshlands sustain various agricultural and foraging practices, some of 

which have coproduced its internationally important wetlands and 

grazing marshes. The Thames barrier keeps out the tides and the sea 

level rise from flooding in. The environment continues to be a source of 

inspiration to artists, who for centuries have captured the dynamic, often 

conflicting transformations of landscape and places that are now home 

to communities that live, work and play on its banks.  

With a looming environmental and social justice crisis dramatically 

reshaping our world, the future of the Estuary is too often framed by 

dominant narratives that portray a landscape of dereliction, dominated 

by decay, ripe for economic investment, remediation and regeneration. 

Can these different narratives be reconciled? Is it possible for the Estuary 

to emerge as a true ‘common’, offering public right to it as a resource? 

Can we deduce ways of developing that ensure access to goods and 

services, that are deemed neither private or public, but instead are 

valued, protected and made accessible to people and wildlife through 

renewed mechanisms of commoning? 
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This Document is a composite of paraphrased voices from three online panel talks held 

across October and November 2021. These talks brought together over 30 contributors 

including 4 conveners, 12 speakers and attendees, as well various cited resources.  This 

document explores the notion of a Thames Estuary Creative Commons 

through piecing together these peoples contributions. 

 

 

The talks were part of a larger series of conversations that emerged from an ideas lab held 

as part of the Creative Estuary project. A project that looks at regeneration and developing 

cultural resources across the Thames Estuary. The talks were also programmed in 

collaboration with Focal Point Gallery’s exhibition Tip of the Iceberg; a group show exploring 

the relationship between art and alternative growing practices. 

The talks were convened by Hayley Dixon from Focal Point Gallery, Ken Whittaker from 

Quota Heritage, Dr Joseph Tzanopoulos from Kent Interdisciplinary Centre for Spatial 

Studies and Dr Khalil ‘Avi’ Betz-Heinemann, who also led the writing up of this document. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

https://www.creativeestuary.com/
https://www.fpg.org.uk/exhibition/tip-of-the-iceberg/
https://www.fpg.org.uk/
https://www.quotaheritage.com/
https://research.kent.ac.uk/kiss/
https://research.kent.ac.uk/kiss/
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Invitation to contribute to the notion of Thames Estuary as Creative Commons 

 

When you consider the concept of the commons and the practice of commoning, you 

may wish to familiarise yourself with Ostrom’s principles, but you need not only consider 

commons as ‘fully formed fully working things’. Nor as an abstract or perfect concept. 

Instead, you are invited to appreciate ‘commoning’ as a thing you or those you know do, even 

if you are working in an organisation or community that does not self-describe as a commons 

or achieve the creation of a commons. 

For example, what does it mean to broker agreements between farmers, wildlife charities 

and water companies, so that some shared benefit from water resources can be realized at 

the same time as attempting to maintain those water sources’ replenishment? This case is 

not a commons as such, but commoning practices will be involved, even if the common 

resources involved are severely fractured. Otherwise, life in this example would have entirely 

disassociated into disconnected parts. It is the mutual aid on which commoning is based that 

cultivates some continuity of life in spite of this fracturing - even as patently false claims are 

made to efficiency found through disintegrating life into bits so it can be better ordered. 

Therefore, please do not feel you should see the Thames Estuary, part of it or a particular 

organisation of people as either ‘a commons’ or ‘not a commons. Forget this binary. 

Furthermore, no geo-centric map defining where the Thames Estuary is located, need be 

understood as defining definitive borders. Whilst consensual boundaries are important, a 

fixed and bounded idea of the Thames Estuary will limit your participation. The Estuary is 

constituted of continual flows of water, people, food, art and knowledge through and across 

it, as temporary parts of it. 

Questions. What’s the difference between commons and public space? What can arts 

provide to commons and vice versa? What discernible aspects of the Thames Estuary are a 

product of commoning practices? What examples of commoning inspire you? What 

commoning practices have you engaged in? What do you value about this region and 

its human and nonhuman inhabitants? Who gets to tell the Estuary Story? Who is the 

Estuary? Do you see life in the Estuary as dignified? What would you propose as a 

governance structure for a creative commons, so it is accessible by all living in the 

region with a sense of shared ownership? What would be the best use of the Estuary to 

allow a creative ecosystem to thrive? Are commons used for exclusion purposes? What 

project in support of a creative commons would you like to realise in the Estuary? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OEcMLEwaltc
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Background to the notion of a Commons 

 

Concept. A commons is what a community shares i.e., a resource plus a defined 

community. Hence there is no commons without commoning - the protocols, values and 

norms devised by the community to manage its resources. Forms of commoning naturally 

vary from one commons to another because humanity itself is so varied. Commons can 

include gifts of nature, civic infrastructure, cultural works, traditions, and knowledge. There 

is no ‘standard template’ for commons, merely shared patterns and principles among 

commons. However, by definition a commons is not something controlled privately nor 

publicly, but used, stewarded, regenerated, and created by communities that are implicated 

in them. Commons can also be understood as a sector of an economy (and life!) that generate 

value in ways that are often taken for granted – and often jeopardized by the commodity 

market and nation-state. 

 paraphrasing David Bollier, 2011 

 

Glossary. 

o Commons paradigm. A worldview in which reclaiming and expanding the commons 

is central to the workings of society. The goal is to assure the vitality of various 

commons, which in turn will boost economic, social, scientific and cultural life. 

o Commoners. In modern use, the people who use a particular commons; especially 

those dedicated to reclaiming and restoring the commons. 

o Commoning. A verb popularized by historian Peter Linebaugh to describe social 

practices used by commoners in the course of stewarding shared resources and 

reclaiming the commons. 

o Commons-based society. A society whose economy, political culture and 

community life revolve around promoting a diverse variety of commons institutions. 

o Commons-based solutions. Distinctive innovations and policies that remedy 

contemporary problems by helping people steward resources cooperatively and 

regeneratively. 

paraphrasing School of Commoning, 2010 

 

http://www.bollier.org/commons-short-and-sweet
https://www.schoolofcommoning.com/content/commons-glossary-0#C
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From a historical point of view commons in England are remnants of much larger 

tracts of land that have existed in various forms for over a millennium. As enclosure increased 

over generations under sovereign power, the amount of common land decreased. This 

transition from commons to private property led to the establishment of some rights under 

sovereign law e.g. rights to access a pasture. Although still largely ignoring customary 

commoning practices. 

Some keys documents on commons rights include the Doomsday Book 1086, Second Statute 

of Westminster 1285, the Inclosure Act 1845, the Metropolitan Commons Act 1866, Commons 

Registration Act 1965, Royal Commission 1958, Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000, 

Commons Act 2006 Currently, three percent of the land area in England is registered 

common land. However, this only includes land registered under the Commons Registration 

Act in 1965 and so the area would be larger if areas of commons with local legislation were 

included. 

These traditional commons in England have experienced a great deal of change in recent 

years. Commons were largely excluded from the effects of productivist policies in England 

over the past 50 years. This disincentive towards intensive management lies at the heart of 

their increasing importance to a wide range of other functions including nature conservation, 

landscape, heritage, and recreation – and therefore the link they make between nature and 

society. With this realisation comes the central issue of incorporating stakeholders and 

adjusting the regulatory aspects to cope with a new range of environmental threats and 

resource change. 

It is possible, largely through the willingness and determination of both government and local 

people, to secure effective management of commons. Recent legislation is largely sound; 

however a significant omission is the guarantee of sufficient local involvement and 

investment in the resource. More effort is required to develop local delivery mechanisms 

that offer a more decentralised approach with a greater emphasis on local expertise and 

concerns that are incorporated through an impartial participatory process. 

paraphrasing Chris Short, 2008*1 

 

A Creative Commons. The category of culture has blurred boundaries involving 

both intangible values and tangible artifacts that identify a community. Whereas the cultural 

sector is often used to identify heritage, arts and artists. Even when reducing the meaning 

 
1 Over a decade of Conservative Party policy in the UK has been enacted since this was published in 2008. 

https://www.thecommonsjournal.org/articles/10.18352/ijc.47/
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attributed to culture to the creative arts, it involves a large set of domains with different 

characteristics and needs. Hence, a policy such as a single underfinanced program to the 

support of this wide sector is inadequate. 

Therefore, culture and the creative arts are a domain organic to society as a whole. Even a 

narrow neoclassical economic perspective can recognise that culture and the creative arts 

are not merely a defined asset but a broader ‘merit good’. Thus the creative arts are 

functional to the overall development of communities. A question then is how to cultivate 

sustainable ecosystems for cultural and creative work, where sustainable cultural work is 

understood to mean a balance between intimate spaces of research and production, peer-

to-peer learning, the market and the civil dimension. 

It is almost only true that the market currently enjoys some form of collective or institutional 

protection e.g. bailing out of banking system, whereas the creative arts are cut. Commons 

are filling the voids of institutional protection. For example, they provide artists with shared 

means of production, as well as opportunities of relationships with peers and the community 

in general. At the same time, they are democratic laboratories, through which artists and 

activists experiment with new policies for the stewardship of collective resources and 

propose them to the public decision-makers in processes of policy co-creation. 

paraphrasing Francesca De Tullio, 2020 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.spacesandcities.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Commons.-From-Dream-to-Reality.pdf
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Notions about Historical Commons and Landscape Character in the Thames Estuary 

A selection of edited contributions from the first panel held on November 3rd 2021. The panel 

was ostensibly about various commoning practices and uses of the Thames Estuary region, 

and how these histories might be alive today in the stewardship of its land and waters. 

Chart of the Entrances to the River Thames  (1791). Engraved by J. Stephenson. 

“These panels are taking place at the same time as COP26 in Glasgow. COP is generating 

a lot of conversations about Net Zero and carbon, but also about Land Back, Our Land Our 

Nature, protected areas, land rights, land sparing and land sharing. The topic of common 

access and common rights therefore is set within this wider global conversation. However, 

these panel conversations largely focus on the global south, where these panels are bringing 

these conversations home to Southeast England, home to some of us.” 

Khalil 

https://www.fpg.org.uk/event/a-creative-commons-historical-commons-and-landscape-character/
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“An estuary is defined as a partially enclosed coastal body of brackish water with one or 

more rivers and streams flowing into it. And with a free connection to the open sea . It’s a 

former transition zone between riverine and maritime environments. They are places of 

rhythmic and long term change. They accumulate sediments, binding human history into 

their geology. Estuaries pose interesting challenges to fauna and flora because there are 

changes in salinity. From a biological point of view, you have got to be able to cope with that. 

You've got tidal exposures and immersions, whether to ultraviolet light or other nasty things 

like oxygen. There's erosion. And we can also add the binding in of pollution from chemical 

fertilizers and industrial pesticides. More recently, in England, we've become aware of human 

affluence too. But Estuaries are also typified by high levels of fertility and productivity. And 

so often support large populations of different species, whether these are established or 

migrating. For example the Thames Estuary is part of the North Atlantic flyway for migrating 

birds.” 

Ian 

 

“We have tens of thousands of years of human participation in estuaries that 

made use of and changed these spaces, so it's been a sort of dialogue. For instance the 

draining of the Thames Estuary marshlands to create livestock grazing including woodlands 

for agricultural production building construction, and then early industrial processes such as 

salt works and brick and pottery making. So, the way I'm thinking is with these ebbs and flows 

of the tides. And these kind of cyclic processes have been reflected in the ebbs and flows of 

human activities so they've been themselves influenced by changes of the season, climatic 

changes, the Holocene warming and in turn cultural influences have created this dialogue. 

So, is there a connection between commons and cultural natural heritage in the Thames 

Estuary? Absolutely. Of course the practices have been framed by the physical and chemical 

environment and it's living layers. And these layers have been influenced by cultural 

practices, themselves melded with those migrating with people to and from the landscape 

that we see today.” 

Ian 
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Planet Earth O, (2019) [binoculars, tripod, rosemary trunk - Rosmarinus officinalis] 

“Planet Earth O - Embodies a critique, not just of Attenborough's original TV series – 

which was largely lacking in critical engagement with the contemporary anthropogenic 

processes destroying the natural world. In inviting the reader to gaze through this telescope, 

it posits the process of technological image capture as reinforcing the idea that 

nature/landscape/environment is separate from the human condition - and that we exist 

outside or in contrast to it. Yet, when looking through this telescope, nature may seek to 

prevent the separation from taking place!” 

Ian 
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“Southeast river trust’s main mission is to bring rivers and catchments back to life, that's 

our brief, but really it's about working with communities, it's about working with farmers, 

industries, businesses, and anyone who uses or benefits from catchments and that's really 

pretty much everyone across the board. The Thames Estuary is the mouth of a fairly big 

catchment and maybe not the biggest one in in the UK but certainly one of the larger ones 

and part of one of the biggest rivers that we've got in England which is really interesting for 

me. I'm originally from Austria, our rivers tend to be bigger overall but are mostly also shared 

across borders and that's not something that we see in England. Austria being a landlocked 

country, many of our rivers form borders with other countries or crossed into them. So that's 

a sort of a slightly different way of thinking about what rivers mean.” 

Kathi 

 

“What I found interesting in the context of Commons, which is not something that I 

normally work with, or at least not explicitly, is the question of what we consider a public 

good and what we consider private bits and what is a shared good across the community? 

What's something that people kind of see as them needing to invest in themselves.  

Reflecting bon what I've seen in my home country of Austria and here, is that there are a lot 

of charities here in the UK, which is the reverse in Austria where it tends to be the 

government. In Austria there isn’t a lot of time put into seeking funding and building third 

sector organizations, because that's covered by public funding and I think that creates a 

difference in the role of regulation is in the UK compared to some other European 

neighbours.” 

Kathi 

 

“The sewage issue. It’s an issue that takes us back to London centuries ago. You would put 

your sewage into rivers because they take it away and that's a brilliant service that they 

provide and everyone was very grateful that it wasn't laying around the streets.  At some 

point I guess there was a realization that it’s not the best thing that we should be doing and 

it’s sad it’s come to this in some way again.” 

Kathi 
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“I am an advocate for bioregional praxis which is about reinhabiting our life places. Part of 

that is thinking about how people have lived in these places before, and how they might live 

there in the future. I think that the Brexit call to arms ‘take back control’ reflected desire for 

new forms of governance, taking power back from Westminster as much as from Brussels. 

It also pointed to thinking beyond the market and the state, reminding us of a need for other 

ways to govern those things that are important to us.” 

James 

 

“We are in the middle of COP26. No matter what emerges from that, some things are just 

baked in now, so our ecological future will require local and regional adaptation. And that's 

going to require new creative forms of stewardship, care and resistance to market intrusion.”  

James 

 

“At Shared Assets we believe that our land and, and waterways are common goods, 

irrespective of ownership. They should be managed in ways that create benefits for 

communities and for the land itself, not just for landowners. We work to support people in 

organizations to manage land sustainably for shared public benefit. And we also support the 

growing movement of people and organizations who are working for a fairer land system.” 

Mark 

 

“I really love swimming, I go swimming in the rivers. I see so many creative bathing suits and 

read underwater poetry novels. There's enough interest in making rivers something 

enjoyable again with communities around them.” 

Kathi 

 

“My interest in Commons really began around 2010, when successive UK governments 

considered setting up a new body to manage our canals and inland waterways. That became 

the Canal and River Trust that currently runs them. As a boater I could see many of the issues 

faced by local waterways couldn't be solved by creating a new bit of national infrastructure 

which would continue to manage this asset from the top down. And in many ways our 

waterways appeared to exemplify to me the idea of a common resource, they're open to 

everybody. 
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“The waterways have many different uses and values as a place to live, place to work, places 

of leisure, reflection and recreation and as sources of goods and services. And in practice 

from close quarters it’s really easy to observe on the canals that leisure boaters are 

frequently in conflict with live-aboard boaters, the fishers and rowers are often in conflict 

with the boaters, and that pedestrians don't like sharing narrow footpaths with cyclists. So 

there's lots and lots of conflict and potential for conflict in the kind of use of that common 

resource. And sometimes it feels like the only thing that united us at that point in time was 

that no one had a good thing to say about British Waterways who ran the waterways at the 

time. So setting up some kind of new body wouldn't address the fundamental issue. 

 

With that prospect of change, I started to explore alternatives and came to the work of Elinor 

Ostrom who won a Nobel Prize for her work on the Commons. In particular, the practice of 

nested governance. There are some levels where decision making that communities of users 

could, if some principles were followed, self-regulate effectively. It wasn't inevitable that they 

would trash a Commons if they self-managed it. And so in terms of waterways there are 

strategic issues and risks that need to be managed nationally but then some decisions about 

the use of a particular stretch of waterway could be undertaken by users who have their own 

specific needs and knowledge and can be supported to collaborate and to work through their 

differences, based on shared love and dependence on the waterway. 

 

That work didn't lead to the creation of new structures, unfortunately, or any kind of localized 

decision making, but it did lead to me set up Shared Assets to take those ideas forward, 

because the government policy of austerity in the UK made it clear that we needed new 

models to manage things like parks, woodlands and public land where neither the market 

nor the state really had a solution.” 

Mark 

 

“My thinking about the commons comes more from contemporary and international ideas 

of common goods, not so much from the historical commons and commoners rights that we 

often think about in UK context, but it's also impossible to work on land issues in this country 

without engaging in that history of commoning and enclosures.” 

Mark 

 

“I was doing some family tree research and discovered that my mother's family descends 

from the Arnolds who farmed the Tenn’s farm at Southend from the 1830s to the 1900s. This 
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was a period of huge industrial development. Both at the dockyard upstream and the town 

itself including the arrival of the railway and the tram. My great grandfather left there at some 

point at the start of a 20th century, presumably because the landowner could get more 

money for property development, than from a poor tenant farmer. 

 

Doing that research bought up lots of interesting information. For example there was a court 

case in 1825 about three people who had been given landuse rights between the high and 

low watermark on somebody else's land in the late 1770s. But over the intervening years 

those watermarks changed by about 12 to 15 feet, so a trespass dispute emerged about 

whether or not the lease applied to where the high watermark used to be. Which raises the 

question of where it would be now in the context of climate change. Those kinds of issues 

about land rights are going to be really interesting in coastal areas. And, already coming up. 

For example, I noted disputes more recently about the creation of new flood defences. 

Simply put they should be a commons. 

 

I sometimes wonder about what it must have been like for my great grandfather and his 

father before him to stand on that Estuarian farm, that land and see the ship's going up and 

down wondering about what happens in the rest of the world.” 

Mark 

 

“River catchments are essentially one area that is managed in a way by many different 

people but as a shared resource. It's a public good that we all benefit from. It's something 

that we all rely on and it's managed by many different people in the area. It often isn't 

explicitly shared but it's shared in that there's catchment partnerships that facilitate that to 

some extent. For example the farmers I work with really want to act together and they want 

to think about their land as part of a commons, even today that's not how it's practically 

managed. Instead there are many different separate fields, separate landlords, some 

privately owned. But there is this idea that you can really make a difference in the landscape 

together. As one single farmer you can make a difference if people want to work together 

and sometimes people organize themselves, for example in things called farmer clusters. 

This where farmers come up with answers together to the problems that they think are most 

pressing. I've seen some of those started by other organizations, and some of them just crop 

up because farmers have that drive to come together. They want to connect and I think with 

catchments it’s a good example because people understand, once you give them a map that 

they can see where they are in the landscape, that it's actually quite helpful for them to come 

together around this shared geography that a lot of them didn't realize they had. Not 
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everyone thinks in river catchments and it’s not always a recognized geographical unit. That’s 

how I divide the landscape, but some people don't. So having that as a something to come 

back to and find that in common you can manage together, has been really interesting to see. 

We had a breakfast recently with artists, people from the medical community and farmers to 

create this shared vision. It was a really good neutral space that didn’t get people upset about 

other perspectives, and it really helped bring people together and think about what they 

want from the landscape or what the landscape provides and what they're giving back to it, 

and then putting that in the context of art, and letting people communicate what a commons 

is and how even though people might not have thought about a different part of the 

commons the broader sense of debate has been really interesting. It was an inspiring and 

positive thing to happen in a time when the new farming rules are coming out etcetera.” 

Kathy 

 

“A Commons is somewhere where the use by someone may negatively impact on somebody 

else, but I was thinking in terms of creative commons, the comments that doesn't necessarily 

need to be the case because it's a different category of Commons. In some ways it's more 

inspiring because it’s not a limited resource and I think that if we think of Commons purely 

as something that is limited then there’s going to be conflicting interests, etc.” 

Attendee 

 

“The difference between a constrained resource and an unconstrained one is really 

important one. This can be quite a difficult differentiation. The simplest constrained resource 

that most people will have had some experience of is sharing a house and its shared spaces. 

You develop a set of rules and a set of processes, and you might have a house meeting and 

you might have a vote (or you might not even need that). Those rules are enforced in 

different social ways within that household. So we've all experienced managing a commons.” 

Attendee 

 

“An example of managing a commons that comes to mind was a community garden in 

Peterborough, which was initially a totally informal piece of ‘derelict’ council land. A 

formalized arrangement has come into place in the last few years but it took a long time to 
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do. It started just as an open space and it was based on invite. It was a welcome space and 

people came and contributed to that. And they contributed to be growing and building stuff, 

hosting events and artworks. So people created that space together, and there was 

something really important about that for the people, including myself, who did it because 

we could come back and see that we had had agency in the world. We might know where we 

are renting or living, but we didn’t necessarily have any place that we could make a mark on 

the world, that we could come back to and see that we had made a change. Whether that 

plant that was still growing or a something we built that was known to us.” 

Attendee 

 

“Only 12,000 years ago, a small fraction of the time that humans have existed, people lived 

on the planet in interaction with their environment. It was supporting them. I think there's an 

opportunity there to think in that kind of deep time and the deep caring relationships humans 

can hold with space or a particular place. What we think is normal now is erratic and 

uncommon human behaviour.” 

James 

 

“A lot of my work has been around the sea walls and flood defences, and how it’s very much 

talked about in defensive terms. Kind of like the idea of the invaders or the barbarians that 

would come over in historical times. And right now this is projected onto migrants turning 

up in boats. There is a kind of defensive position I hear people local to me talk about in terms 

of border control. But when I think about it in terms of the natural sense, the way that we've 

enclosed great parts of the landscape, where lots of wild land grazing marsh, and then 

enclosed in order to become agricultural land for arable crops.  Our relationship with the 

land has been a series of defensive positions. That whole language is used in flood defences, 

military language, ‘hold the line’ is the thing that comes up there. 

But what is this actually like in practice for a saltmarsh, which is a really important for carbon 

sequestration, a great source of blue carbon. Well putting up these defences in practice 

deteriorates this landscape, putting up putting walls as part of the process of enclosure has 

actually got really negative kinds of output. And I suppose we can also see that on the human 

level, when preventing the transmission of people across borders, you're also losing the 

richness of a creative ecosystem, the sharing of ideas that are transmitted across space. 

Attendee 
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“This shifting coastline; our natural sea ‘defences’ are our salt marshes, which are eroding 

due to sea level rise. Our sea walls that we've built hundreds of years ago deteriorate and the 

shape of our landscape is going to shift. Our land use our usage is also then going to need to 

adapt. I wonder what those new marshes will look like but also what will the ownership be, 

with for example those farmers who won't be able to produce food on them anymore. They 

will they will once again become intertidal habitats. 

The Thames is bursting at its seems, not just from the outside in, but from the inside out,  

whether we are constantly using it for economic reasons or for leisure and everything else. 

So once we give our histories and activities a space to breathe, the region is going to take 

back itself, whether we manage it or not.” 

Mark 

 

“One of the challenges is that all these processes in the Estuary are happening very quickly, 

so do we continue to have to manage like we do? My interest in woodlands makes the tree 

mix very apparent. I see what's happening with ash dieback, but our tree mix may have to 

change and bands of vegetation are not allowed to migrate as they want, as they once did. 

So I think it's going to have to be a hands-on sort of process. Does it give us an opportunity 

to creatively design for the future? I am interested in forest gardening and other ways in 

which we can use woodlands, to provide for a number of sectors. Within design we can turn 

to some practices to make things from wood and, make things that sequester carbon. Isn't 

that a good idea? I do think it's going to be a sort of carefully managed process in which all 

stakeholders and interest group should be involved. With forest gardens you're replicating 

the physical structure of a natural force with the high trees, the lower tree shrub layers and 

ground floor, you're selecting your species, so that those species will have some sort of use. 

It might simply be an ecological use to maintain that ecosystem, but it might be for fruit or 

specific timbers. Once you've established a forest garden it largely looks after itself. The task 

of the gardener, is just to listen to the different species and dabble here and there. Marsh 

land is also a habitat that can be cared for in this way. So there's an alternative to ‘holding the 

line’ in a flood zone, which is to actually ‘manage your retreat’. The term retreat has this 

negative quality for people in it, but I think it's a valuable word to describe part of the larger 

process of energy descent. One of the things we're facing in the next century, is how do we 

descend from the heights of the energy that we're using. Stewarding that is a choice rather 

than just letting whatever's going to happen to happen, which is likely to be catastrophic.” 

Ian 
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“Uncertainty is really scary because if we just let things happen in a natural way, you don't 

really know what it's going to look like. Whereas what we like to do in conservation quite a 

lot is to restore a really nice ecosystem, the way that we think it should be, ‘put some trees 

here, remove this there etcetera’ and then believing it will all function in the way that we 

wanted it to function. What we're talking about here is beyond that and we can't really 

control it and we don't know what it's going to look like. So I guess we have to collectively 

sign up to that. This is something that could be really exciting but we don't really know where 

it's going to go.” 

Kathy   

 

“If we think about borders and better if we think about boundaries in a much more fluid 

sense, rather than kind of fixed and defensible borders that will help us in thinking about 

environment which will be subject to change. Ownership is a kind of smashing of ecology. 

We create these hard lines, and that's not how nature works at all. We think about land 

ownership but actually it's not necessarily land as a commons but the soils as a commons 

which is kind of diffuse beneath those boundaries so you put a fence up but the soil is fertile 

soil because of where the light, unopposed bye a fence is meeting it. It's not the land, which 

is just lying on a map. It's certainly not the property which really is optimized on a map. If we 

can think in those more fluid terms about what boundaries are rather than borders. I think 

that will help us to manage future changes.” 

Mark 

 

“Flexibility has become a bit of a gutted word, rather than the need to build resilience into 

whatever we do. Practising conservation has been about saying ‘well this is the collection of 

species we need to have in this place,  to maintain this place forever and ever’. It ain't like that 

no more. So how do we build, not just resilience into our natural resources but also into our 

cultural resources. It is about knowing what's there and mapping it out as conservationist do, 

but I think that the importance of actually recording and building a historical archive to draw 

upon is fundamental to that needed cultural resilience.” 

Attendee 
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“Talking about rewilding and people's fears around it. You know what its gonna look like: 

I was reflecting my own experiences of Dengie peninsula, and the archipelago of islands. 

Most of them, apart from Wallasey, are all like Ministry of Defence controlled. Basically 

nobody knows what they look like, hardly anybody does on the Dengie peninsula. There's a 

handful of landowners, no one you would know, and the footpaths are closed, humans are 

shut out of these landscapes as much as any other species. The rest of the humankind has 

been kind of thrown off this landscape through building walls, sluices and other things.” 

James 

 

“On the back of what was said about defensive terminology that's being used, there's also 

something about the mindset of people I see out in Southend. I am a tour guide and it’s 

something that's really stuck in my mind. There's nothing that gets people out onto the mud 

in Southend and we just stick to that board of that defensive line of this is where it's safe on 

the promenade, maybe on the beach. So perhaps there's something more to be said for 

engaging people with what's out there.” 

Attendee 

 

“Perhaps it is not that we all want to be bound by rules all the time. But a lack of 

understanding our place within that landscape. Experiencing that landscape whilst knowing 

you're sharing that with many other species as well and it's knowing what those rules are and 

when there's more sensitive times.” 

Attendee 

 

“What's inside the boundaries of commons? People eventually have to come together to 

manage common spaces – when people come together to manage a place you get a village… 

people don't gather together and try not to basically have a space - so I wonder when you 

have this kind of co-management how do they accommodate the differences? Are the 

commons those spaces for social experimentation with difference? I am not sure they are. So 

does the arts have a have a role to play in this experimentation?” 

Joseph 
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“It’s about experimentation within that space rather than it being controlled and fixed, a 

certain space over time. But then there's a fear around that. I think is a very real issue a risk 

of any kind of community management of anything. It becoming a kind of a club or clique, 

and that something gets managed as a ‘club good’ rather than the ‘common good’. Where 

you only get to participate or you only get to benefit if you're a member of that group. 

However defined. The problem and the answer may be wrapped up together.  The question 

about the role of artists is definitely part of what enables us to deal with uncertainty and 

difference. Because, art, and engaging with art and engaging with nature and engaging with 

both together puts us in a place of uncertainty. But we get to experience that for ourselves, 

and we get to see in a way that is non-threatening and stimulates curiosity. There's a mindset 

change certainty, and around shortness changing this. We have to relax our grip on those 

things in order to properly engage with the natural world because that’s how it’s done with 

those things. And so I wonder whether there's something about Commons and common 

rights having a role here? If you look back at that history, you had rights of use over an area 

of land but you didn't have a border, like you didn't have a piece of land that was yours you 

had rights at different times of year to do certain things and you had to do them with others. 

And, and so it takes away that sort of individualized boxed up nature of the way that we think 

about our engagement with the land or with property. So common rights of use are much 

more fluid and collaborative, and therefore create the space for some of that explanation 

and some of that uncertainty.” 

Attendee 

 

“The power of the Creative Arts is the power to abstract, and to engage with different 

interest groups. And to enable a little bit to be outside of ourselves, outside of narrow 

interests in practical ventures. I think the art can do that, and should be doing it and that's 

perhaps a way to move forward. Art has a special role to play because the resource is 

unbounded, not like a limited resource.” 

Joseph 

 

“I have some fears about how one version of an understanding of community as managing 

stuff is like the ideas that came out of the Cameron government - the ‘big society’ - which 

gives communities responsibilities without resources. And the actually lack of ownership can 

be a problem in those type of situations. I think it's potentially accelerated by creative 
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engagement, like with the idea of pop up spaces. There's a history in the creative arts around 

this kind of stuff happening in these situations. And there's less of a history in the creative 

arts about the long term and there's a kind of opposition there against some of the needs, 

with some of the manner in which the creative arts have manifested in our culture.” 

Attendee 

 

“Resistance and sites of resistance and stuff like the peasants revolt…. The parallels today 

with covid and after the black plague. The changes in labour relations and economic 

relations, but also kind of changes in land relations and so how that occurred at a time of 

massive social and economic changes, changes in land ownership and expectations around 

relationships between peasants and landowners. We’re now in this hyper venture economy 

and how the pandemic changes the expectations that people have around the workplace and 

in the workforce.” 

Attendee 

 

“Looking to the future, long term future in terms of climate change, some of the best case 

scenarios are predicting massive human migrations. Trying to build a narrative - into looking 

forward to sorts of possible scenarios - into the future and that may be another way that the 

creative arts can get people thinking about that process of change doesn't have to be doom 

and gloom, but you can try and soft of anticipate and build resilience into the future.” 

Attendee 

 

“I think it's almost flipping that sense of boundary sometimes as well, and seeing the Thames 

Estuary as an opening and almost the water bringing in an influx of ideas, a migration. It has 

been both historically, in a natural sense as well as a very human sense. Nowadays the Anglo-

Saxon period is  sadly used in nationalistic lingo but really, it was period of migration. And 

that's a whole group of different people coming together to form different identities. Rivers 

as boundaries or as places of movement and transition. A kind of wealth is formed by the 

Thames. 

You only go back a short amount of time trying to travel anywhere by land was a complete 

pain in the ass. Anywhere you go anywhere was by getting on a boat, and going into the 
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water. And we just don't see a lot of the landscape that way now. The Estuary was a great 

place of movement of people between places. The river was not a boundary but a place of 

transit. It  wasn't till  railway that it became quicker to travel on land than it did by sea. Dover 

closer to France than it was to London. You think of it like that it's a whole different way of 

visualizing spaces.”  

James 

 

“The science is telling us lots of different things about the Estuary. But is the Estuary even a 

collective cultural area. Is there some integrity to be able to even talk about a Thames Estuary 

Creative Commons?” 

Attendee 

 

“In terms of discrete areas, everything is nested. There are lots of ways to cut a landscape. 

According to the underlying geology, ecology, climatic patterns. In many ways the estuary is 

like a great big mouth as well. It's kind of speaking in different tones to different audiences 

to different places. It’s breathing in and breathing out, an intertidal relationship with the land. 

A kind of landscape caught between land and sea. It is like an open mouth that was in 

conversation with a whole land mass on the other side of the North Sea. But now that 

conversation has become garbled. This is one area where Creative Arts is maintaining 

conversation across that space. Those ebbs and flows, the annual cycle the rhythms on the 

grazing marshes, the long term climatic changes. It's these this combination, the dynamics of 

all those processes. It’s something I think the artistic community can engage with and 

communicate really effectively.” 

Attendee 

 

“Boundaries can be places that bring people together as well as separating people . 

Considering ownership and control, is there a fear in kind of letting things happen naturally? 

Considering how the creative arts can play a role in breaking this down and expressing new 

things? What are the conditions needed to allow that to really thrive and is a creative 

commons possible through first and foremost people willing to get involved and, obviously, 

financial resources are also a thing. It’s also drawing educational institutions at the same time 

and their plethora of different interests, whether they be those of students or schools. 
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Identifying key people in local communities willing to engage, all those different 

organizations, and local businesses as well. Taking the time to identify those. It's about 

people in the first instance committing to participation. Like the tradition of beating the 

bounds, its’ collectively going around the boundaries and checking the location of things and 

creating that collective memory of where things are in relation to other things, and checking 

the channels. Using creative tools and create processes, to do this whilst drawing on that 

history of beating the bounds.” 

Attendee 

 

“Some people want to find hard boundaries and other people recognize that there's a 

fuzziness depending on how we looking at it. And part of that fuzziness is understanding a 

process of sensing and discovery and I think that's the real role for the creative arts. A sensing 

versus surveillance. Strengthening the role of sensing versus surveillance. Getting people out 

on the mud flats of Southend. Looking back at the shore from a different perspective. You're 

going out and looking back. What does that change in perspective give you? Get people off 

the road and sensing, noticing the landscape and feeling that landscape. I think here the arts 

has a massive role, enabling people to do that because it's something that people aren’t doing 

themselves. And identifying different people in different organizations that might be 

interested in having a conversation around that.” 

Attendee 

 

“How the art world can focus on the current situation within the longer time frame? What's 

the relationship with place? It opens up the question of the very nature of trying to make a 

living in the art world, as people move around geographically and with them they move ideas 

around. I'm wondering what the term Artist in Residence might mean? Inhabiting the 

landscape? How might marine inhabitation be through reinterpretation by an artist?” 

James 

 

“Everything tends to start in 1066 so it's nice to kind of think beyond that time boundary. 

But the kind of stuff I am going to go away and think about is the darker side of this stuff. I 

think how we deal with that and how we work with it, because we're all in this. The 

uncertainty and the fear and the change. And the difference. And the openness. How we 
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think how we do that? It's very easy to think, nice happy collective thoughts about this stuff, 

but actually it's not easy to hold the dark stuff. It's not easy in a time of change and stress. But 

I think it's always a good question to hold.” 

Attendee 

 

A complimentary addition. With the end of the ebb and flow of this panel on 

Historical Commons and Landscape Character in the Thames Estuary, a resounding theme 

has been considering ‘deep change and continuity’. Charles Darwin was a resident of the river 

catchments that flow into the Thames Estuary, and the Estuary being the mouth of the river 

from which he embarked from the British Empire on scientific expeditions. He was also 

fascinated by this theme. He wrote about it as ‘evolution’, which has become dependent on 

shaky ideas of inheritance. In this vein this section ends with an extract from Tim Ingold on 

some of the deep issues with the concept and practice of inheritance and how they shape 

what we understand as change and continuity, and a concluding nod to the nonhuman 

waterweaver, the  beaver. 

“Let us suppose, for example, that the object of inheritance is a farm. There can be few if 

any creatures, surely, that have modified their environments more extensively than human 

beings, and for the last several millennia of human history – at least until the onset of the 

industrial revolution – these environments have above all been transformed by the labour 

of farmers in converting forests into fields, draining swamps, constructing irrigation works, 

and so on. Farmers, indeed, might be described as the ultimate niche constructors. Suppose, 

then, that you are of a farming family. Generations of your ancestors have worked the farm, 

and now, as the eldest child of the family, you stand to inherit it. It will be passed to you, 

under terms set out in title deeds and other documents. What these documents describe, 

however, is a legal fiction. As a landed estate – a parcel of immoveable property – it is 

presented as a measured and bounded entity, fixed in perpetuity. But having worked 

alongside your parents and grandparents in the fields, you know from experience that the 

real farm – the one that you and they have laboured to cultivate and maintain – is not like 

that. It is rather a matrix of earth and crops which, if it is to bear fruit for now and for 

generations to come, calls for continuing care and attention. The work is never finished.  

Moreover the formalities of inheritance, in themselves, hold no guarantee of inter-

generational stability, either from the past or for the future. After all, a prodigal heir might 

inherit the property, while allowing the farm itself to go to rack and ruin. Stability, reckoned 

in terms of the state of the fields, the condition of the soil, and the efficiency of drainage, has 
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actively to be sustained through productive work, and cannot be taken as given. In short, 

what keeps the farm going as a habitable and productive environment is not the inheritance 

of its assets but the continuity of the agricultural labour process. In its passage down the 

generations, this process resembles a relay wherein tasks once performed by older 

generations are gradually taken over by younger hands who have learned on the job. As the 

former slacken, the latter come up to speed, and the life of the farm carries on. It is a process, 

at once, of production and perdurance [rather than] construction and inheritance… 

Though the farm is a human creation, it is not hard to find comparable examples from 

elsewhere in the animal kingdom. Beavers, for example, work together to construct and 

maintain the dams and lodges which comprise their habitat, but at no point are the 

constructions of one generation handed over to its successor. Rather… ‘the next generation 

just gradually comes to occupy, use, and renovate the lodge as the previous generation dies 

out. So especially when generations overlap, we have here a resource modified by many 

organisms, for themselves and their descendants, and used by many. Beavers are major 

ecological engineers, and their engineering certainly has downstream effects, but these 

effects do not constitute an inheritance system.’” 

 

A beaver at Sandwich Bay in Kent, UK. 

 

Tim Ingold (2023)  including citation from Kim Sterelny (2002) 

https://wildwoodtrust.org/civicrm/mailing/view/?reset=1&id=725
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/cycles-contingency
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Key Contributors to Panel on Historical Commons and Landscape Character. 

Ian Bride. My creative practice has been inspired by a critical engagement born of many 

years as an interdisciplinary academic and practitioner working in the fields of biodiversity 

conservation and environmental education. After the experience of being an associate artist 

at Open School East in Margate I took early retirement to pursue my creative bent, and now 

I am primarily interested in exploring human-nature discourses through a narrative practice 

that engages with objects, natural and human made, and representation. Hence my use of 

‘this is not a pipe’ artwork by René Magritte alongside a range of processes, as well as being 

a qualified cabinet maker and teacher of woodland management and crafts. I am comfortable 

experimenting with almost any materials and ways of making. And I honestly relish the 

opportunity to work with like-minded people on materializing creative ideas to experiential 

learning, and using a wide variety of tools and techniques. 

Kathi Bauer. Since joining the South East Rivers Trust, I have worked on delivering 

ecosystem-based adaptation to increase the resilience of catchments to drought and water 

scarcity and to develop a framework for investment in these measures as part of the 

PROWATER project. My role as Natural Capital Coordinator allows me to work with the wide 

range of projects delivered by the Trust across the catchments of South East England, which 

aim to restore our rivers to a healthy ecosystem that can provide benefits to all. 

James Piers Taylor. Hello, I am a bioregional activist and live in Bernal crouch on the 

Dengue peninsula of Essex. I consider myself to be a concerned global citizen who feels that 

taking action in the places where we live, work and play is key to addressing the complex set 

of problems that humanity currently faces. I'm a long term and futures thinker, a former Chair 

of the UK Permaculture Association, a graduate of the Centre for Human Ecology, co-author 

of the book Shadows of Progress, publisher of the journal Managed Retreat and a 

documentation editor at the British Film Institute. 

Mark Walton. My personal background is in environmental protection and community 

development, and since 2007 I have travelled canals and rivers throughout England so I've 

got a very personal connection with the waterways, including as a historical family 

connection with the Estuary. I'm also the founder and director of Shared Assets, a social 

enterprise established in 2012. It is an organisation that supports the development of new 

models of managing land that are sustainable and productive, create livelihoods, enhance 

the environment, and involve local people in making decisions about the places they care 

about.  
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Notions about Commons, Ecosystems and Public Interventions in the Thames Estuary 

A selection of edited contributions from the second panel held on November 10th 2021. The 

panel was ostensibly about exploring current creative uses of Estuary land through individual 

and collective action, such as artistic intervention in the work of contemporary novelists, 

poets, musicians and artists, or in how we use our land and what we produce, the food 

systems and structures that and its value to people and wildlife. 

 

Thames Estuary and Wind Farms from Space (2013) NASA. 

“Today I come with a real interest in thinking around contamination as a common practice. 

How the capitalocene is characterized by alienating binaries of natural and social, artists and 

masters. Wondering how that plays out in edge conditions like the Estuary at this particular 

moment in history, and more widely with COP26 and the climate crisis. The estuary as an 

edge condition being a marker for ecological crisis and thinking about Karen Barad's warning 

https://www.fpg.org.uk/event/a-creative-commons-commons-ecosystems-and-public-interventions/
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that we need a method for theorizing the relationship between the natural and the social 

together without defining one against each other. And I feel like this might be the exact 

struggle that we're all engaged in. I wonder how artists and farmers fit into that, especially as 

both were conspicuously absent from the discussions at COP26 over the last week. Both 

have obvious and deeply complicated relationships to land justice and activism, whilst being 

embedded in them. In the reproductive labour that sustains more than just human 

communities.” 

Cherry 

 

 

“The Estuary is an intersection where the city meets the sea. It's a meeting point. It’s really 

what drove the growth of London for thousands of years. It's sometimes forgotten in 

London's identity. It's a meeting point of two big natural elements. If the landscape is meeting, 

then perhaps this is a place for people to meet as well. There is a kind of draw that people 

have towards these estuary spaces.” 

Rosanna 
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“We find common ground in places that that belonged in essence to no one. Mansell Forts 

were taken over as pirate radio stations because they were deemed to be off the coast of the 

UK. A struggle ensued between the DJs in the 70s and the Admiralty, who ended up planting 

a British flag back into the sea to claim it back as the UK. They're a really interesting example 

of the fact that the sea in some ways asks the question, who does it belong to? Does that give 

us more license for it to be for everybody?” 

Rosanna 
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Rosanna 

 

 

Rosanna 
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“The Estuary is made up of these post-industrial landscapes. We are now seeing these big 

industrial sites being ‘unlocked’ in development terms . All of a sudden we are seeing  a lot of 

housing in places where industry was key. If we're talking about the commons we have to 

recognize that a lot of parts of the estuary were in private hands for a very long time 

especially along the river. I worked in Dagenham with a photographer Christopher Lee 

Brown and radio maker David Waters where there is the Ford plant that's now being 

demolished. It employed over 50,000 people and generated a kind of collective identity. For 

instance the Ford workers clubs and the sense of camaraderie off the back of that. It was 

place where people came together. Once this industry  was gone where else do you get 

people mixing? I worked on Participatory City in Barking and Dagenham which brings people 

together throughout the borough. For example ‘every one every day’ streets, which offers 

people really simple ways to get together with their neighbours and ask do we want a street 

party ,do we want to put a beehive up. Its run in connection with IKEA where creating kits is 

something to do together. So I think in the Thames Estuary that type of thing is coming back” 

Rosanna 
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Rosanna 

 

“The dominant narrative of TOWIE, the Essex man and the White Van Man, the fake tans 

and Essex girls, but there are other narratives that are kind of hidden, that make up the 

human ecology of Southend on sea in this particular corner of the world.” 

Graham 

 

“Growing up in the UK wasn't a very safe space for the Caribbean community. This was 

very deep community I grew up from Guyana, Jamaica, Grenada, all of these islands, their 

foods, their cultures, their acts of resistance and their associated histories. I think of the 

Caribbean like Europe. All these very individual countries, but yet they are will interlinked. 

When you have communities that are heavily marginalized, disenfranchised and targeted in 

terms of persecution you don't necessarily get to choose the parts of society that you live in, 

that you get to engage. In response to that I heavily latched on to my Caribbean identity. It a 

strategy for protection from when I would encounter explicit racism, which was very early 

on in primary school and later in higher education.” 

Christina  
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“I was very lucky I was traveling all the time between the UK and Barbados. The beaches in 

Barbados became these places that were marine identities, they resonated with who you are 

and there was this pride and this passion.  My mom would collect what she would call her 

marine church. You might have the Queen or something on the mantelpiece, ours was 

covered in coral, sea fans and sea urchins and these kinds of things. The reefs fish, the 

biodiversity, these weren’t just spaces in terms of livelihood, but these are pieces of 

commons. These are pieces of marine congress.” 

Christina  

 

“The Undercommons is where you have these histories, for example of colonialism, of 

different spaces, often environmental spaces, that become fugitive spaces. For example 

Barbados is a coral island so the coral cave systems were spaces for runaway slaves. They 

were also spaces for healing, for medicine, for creativity and an escape, with this body of the 

seas surrounding you.” 

Christina 

  

“On the left you've got people with their heads sticking out of the water. This is the place 

called The Possum. It has this water runoff - really hot water like you are sitting in a really hot 

bath tub - that comes off the energy plants there. This is a place where the elders, where 

people would come together at like five in the morning, and they would have these deep 

radical political discussions. My mom would take us down there, and you sit and listen. This 

act of sitting and listening and witnessing what's being told. Witnessing the stories, ideas, 

concepts, philosophies that were being shared and communicated. Sometimes you we're so 

in congress, sitting there looking at these mature people and they've got like scarlet shower 
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caps on their heads and sunglasses and it's five in the morning. But they're coming out with 

these fervoured political ideas and acts of resistance and talking about colonialism, the 

history of Barbados, the community, social issues. To me these were critical places and, 

absolutely fundamental to my practice now which is looking at women identities, especially 

within black communities, and particularly within the Caribbean. How there's moving 

identities and how those acts of marine congress formed.” 

Christina 

 

“Against the backdrop of this politicization within the beaches of Barbados, I was exploring 

this idea of migrating marine identity. I came across a song called Jack, where this 

Calypsonian ‘The Mighty Gabby’ was talking about the act of trying to read the colonial 

reacquisition of the beaches. As I was growing up I saw  this in the extremely explicit way in 

which many hotels they would enclose their territory so it would lessen the access points for 

local people - when I say local, I mean black Bahasians quite frankly - to stop them from 

getting into the beaches.  This was not just to the hotels lobbying to make the beaches more 

privatized but also to render the presence of blackness invisible. Instead white international 

tourists were prioritized, were favoured, with their money and things. I still see this play out 

in the beaches. This kind of exclusionary practice of the beaches, of the commons. But this is 

also changing a lot as well. With pollution there is now  protection of marine spaces, literally 

marine protected areas and the blue economy. Barbados has widened its territory by 200 

miles incorporate that marine environment to be able to enable those marine protections, 

while it's also exiting the Commonwealth and choosing to become a republic.” 

Christina 
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“Underwater in rivers, when diving or snorkelling, there’s a kind of sensory sanctuary 

along with a multi-species engagement, a multispecies commons, identities.” 

Christina 

 

 

“People in the Caribbean community - my mom for example  - would travel up to Margate 

and they would sit on that beach. They would not want to go into the city or anything else, it 

wasn't necessarily that they felt that they were included within that environment, but the sea 

was the sea and this was the closest that they could get to home. So Margate with the sands, 

and that soft, shallow water, my mom would sit there with her friends from 10 o’clock in the 

morning until six o'clock in the evening. They would not move from those spots. It was an act 

of commons, of carving out space for yourself, when the society and the environment that 

you live in can be quite hostile. This was something that always resonated with me, the sea 

as a space of sanctuary, of fugitivity, for acts of resistance, and carving out those spaces. For 

example, Botany Bay Carnival. I love this idea that creative production, cultural production is 

active resistance. 

Yes, there is Notting Hill Carnival. One of the biggest carnivals we have globally now, but that 

wasn't the way in which I was brought up to see it. It wasn't a jolly. This was a place where 

the space was carved out specifically in terms of cultural solidarity, bringing in the best parts 

of the Caribbean and cultural practice. This was to insulate against very violent attacks 

happening at that time when it was first founded. In the Caribbean going back maybe two, 

three hundred years, carnival on some islands was the only place, especially within enslaved 

societies that was the one day you weren't working, where you could really subvert the roles 

that were in play. You could dress as the master or the voodoo spirits, rather than hiding 

behind the catholic saints, so you could flaunt and perform the things that were hidden. So 
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this idea that when the tide goes out, it creates this space and that you could have a carnival 

going through, this temporal space, as active, in the sense of cultural production, that you 

can carve out, and claim space.” 

Christina 

 

  

“The Undercommons is what is produced in that space. A space that is consistently being 

subjugated. For example when you're looking at scholarship when you're looking at the 

production of knowledge systems, this incorporates a lot of the same indigenous knowledge 

systems. Witnessing this lived experience therefore key in this idea of the Undercommons,  

because scholarship historically has lacked representation and been used to specifically 

disenfranchise people. So, the production of knowledge within the commons becomes 

something very different and the act of witnessing the active lived experience - because you 

cannot trust the  standardized ‘Western’ record - becomes one which is extremely sensory 

imminent. A kind of hyper locality to the experience of what is happening. It isn't about the 

recorded record of it, it is the imminent presence of yourself there. And what that means.” 

Christina 

 

“With the Enlightenment I don't just see the break with faith, but also the break with nature. 

One of the things I grew up with is this idea that nature, god were intimate divine aspects of 

one another. Half of my family were Rastafarian the other half Christian. Both of them 

practiced ways in which nature and divinity were absolutely central, and therefore their 

practice in the natural environment, was changed as well.” 

Christina 
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“The choices on these beaches, all the individuals, all the roles, all the environments. 

Dictated roles and flows and relationships. A blockchain would analyse or record the choices. 

So somebody put the litter there. Somebody picked it up. The value is based on choices, a 

new sense of economy of social capital based on influence starts to emerge. And if we can 

accumulate enough data on all these choices amongst the populations, it will give us the 

ability to start to move, support, incubate even invest in some of these practices and choices 

that are actually regenerating, protecting, serving, upholding, and those that are degrading 

and destructive. It should be as a way to track what is a very fluid. 

Attendee 

 

“The idea of heading to the beach is cultural. Also why do people in Brazil behave in a 

different way to people on the beach here… What is it about that beach or that culture… How 

does it help us to understand these vast swathes of coastline, in a new way?” 

Attendee 

 

“In creative practice you can apply your imagination to a place freely, without constraint. But 

it seems to me that places always have particular meanings to different people and how you 

articulate that through creative practice opens up those differences to discussion and 

consideration. Creative practice doesn't necessarily approach a place from a benign position. 

The notion of the purity of the artist with this sort of pure connection to creativity. How 

would that be in the commons? The role of the artist perhaps would the act of making and 

thinking together, the act of quietly sitting and witnessing without a deliberate purpose or 

an end point. The dream of the Commons is a post capitalist dream, so if we engage in a 

creative commons then we have to interrogate the idea of study and how we fit together, 

and we don't treat the artist as an exclusive and unique being. What right is it that artists have 

over anybody else who is able to bring us together?” 

Cherry 
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“What is space in relation to Commons, and the physical space of the beach, as an actual 

geographical space, as opposed to, considering it as a boundary condition?” 

Cherry 

 

“Commons is not a commons if you're just selling the beach and you don't have any 

relationship to those around you. I think there's an activeness in commoning. Kind of like 

saying ‘We've decided to do this together which means it can easily be done now. If everyone 

goes to the beach then we'll all wearing red for example’. This is what is really fascinating 

about the beach, is the ability for people to create out of it. Not to see it just as a resource to 

extract from.” 

Cherry 

 

“The difference between open access area and commons is in that sense of protecting a 

space from being enclosed by someone else and yourself.” 

Christina 

 

“The act of commoning, is an acceptance that things will continually transform. That 

relationships will continually build and change, and the act of resistance that prevents the 

possibility of enclosure, but that all the boundaries are always fluid. I think that's where 

commoning as a practice is very appropriate on the coastline and along rivers, because I do 

think that coastal dwellers have an understanding, a sense of change that is missing amongst 

other people.” 

Graham 

 

“The role of the artist there is something to do with experimentation. For example there 

was this garden project I was involved in. An open garden in a public space where some quite 

anti-social people move through that space. And there was a question amongst the people 

involved around creating these lovely raised bed gardens but then someone vandalizing 

them. And my response to that was well we need to make allies of people so let's just do it. 

And so we went ahead and there were kids doing their skateboard tricks and jumping their 
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mountain bikes over the beds and things like this. But there was no actual deliberate 

vandalism and by and large they were treated with respect. Now you see people walking past 

and picking a couple tomatoes, a cucumber or some leaves, but you don’t see anyone pulling 

it all up and trashing it.  So I thought what would our cities look like if we did actually have 

more experiment in urban and public spaces. More food growing in the middle of town. 

Whereas if you treat it as  resource you think oh I should go and do that at home or in our 

community garden where we should be doing that. So, I guess. The role of the artist, it's very 

much about experimenting and saying, we'll see what happens.” 

Graham 

 

“If you look at London from the 16th century onwards it had extensive market gardens. They 

were often on low lying lands alongside the Thames. They were basically marginal land at 

that time. They were taken on as market gardens by immigrants. They were creating the 

market gardens by recycling human waste from the city. And they were producing food that 

then went to the London market and became very extensive. Then those lands effectively 

became real estate, in part because of the improvements that have been achieved through 

that process of market gardening. As soon as that real estate value was realized, people that 

were engaged in them they were moved out.” 

Rosanna 

 

“Most public spaces can't really be commons because the local council ultimately decides 

how it's used and responsibility for it. So commons are non-governmental in the traditional 

sense. Therefore, we could potentially find commons in places that are abandoned and 

forgotten. This is reflected in the lack of representation of the oceans and seas at COP. So 

the boundary to doing that is like the beach, we can move beyond that and going further than 

that.” 

Attendee 

 

“When we think about how to support and propagate a fishery we're talking a lot about 

food production, but when we think of marine ecosystems it’s about what we can't see. And 

they are very difficult to access the further we go. And that feeds into how we speak of 
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locality and reproduction when we're speaking of the land, because of the very nature of 

that.” 

Rosanna 

 

“Knowledge about agroecology and that whole area is largely derived from the global 

south. The knowledge is there, we're not discovering anything new. And, also that 

knowledge, exists within our communities in the global north as well. Not the same 

knowledge, but knowledge that relates to our commoning practices. This thing about access 

to land, and the histories that have built up since the enclosures, yes they have entirely 

restricted those practices. But the commoning practice of passing on the knowledge still 

exists especially within organizations like La Via Campesina. There is still folk knowledge and 

folk art transfer practices happening. So there's still an act of sharing knowledge of 

subsistence and sustainability, through the generations, through active folk and creative 

performance.” 

Cherry 

 

“We the convenors had sort of a sense of creating a dialogue, but we had no idea where 

that dialogue would go. It has been a bit of a roller coaster really with all your contributions 

and I think that we've only just started scratching the surface of the topic. There's something 

about the mindset of coastal and estuary dwellers that in encourages that.” 

Ken 

 

Key Contributors to Commons, Ecosystems, Public Interventions in the Estuary. 

Graham Burnett. I live in Southend-on-Sea, Essex. I teach permaculture and write 

extensively on the subject, whilst also tending to my own gardens and allotments. I founded 

Spiralseed in 2001, and have worked with several community projects and organisations 

including Comic Relief, Naturewise, Green Adventure, the Vegan Organic Network, Ars Terra 

(Los Angeles), NuArc Health and Wellbeing Centre (Puglia, Italy), Wild Earth Farm and 

Sanctuary (Kentucky, USA), Ekosense Ecovillage (Croatia), and Transition Town initiatives. I 

have written a number of books over the years including The Vegan Book of Permaculture, 

Permaculture a Beginners Guide, Well Fed Not An Animal Dead, and Earth Writings. 
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Christina Peake. I am a British Barbadian transdisciplinary artist whose work and 

research centres around narratives of the underrepresented within the phenomenon of 

climate change specifically focusing on conceptions of the Undercommons, marine identities 

and eco-liberatory practice. I also work within the field of decolonising curriculums and the 

arts through my activist and advocacy work. I have worked on a number of projects from the 

Peruvian Amazon with indigenous communities to the Kings Cross based charity Women at 

the Well supporting women exiting sex work and substance misuse to most recently an 

expedition with Sail Britain exploring marine wildlife film and photography. 

Cherry Truluck. I have been operating in the intersections of food, art and community 

for many years. My career has journeyed from architecture through theatre design, 

performance and live art, ultimately crossing over into food and food growing practices.  I 

am an artist, educator and awarding winning and in 2018 I founded Custom Food Lab, an 

artist-led organisation engaging communities creatively with food systems transformation. 

As Creative Director/Chef, I ran the Custom Folkestone restaurant with its unique 

community bartering and exchange programme, co-produced 3 major arts festivals and the 

Custom Research Lab, supported by Arts Council England. I have also led the development 

of a community food growing project, the Locavore Growing Project, and local network 

Feeding Folkestone. I am currently a Doctoral Researcher in the UK Food Systems Centre for 

Doctoral Training, where I have been developing a transdisciplinary practice which 

speculates on the potential for agroecology and agroforestry to operate as a lens for storying 

the Commons in all its forms and reimagining public space. I am developing recent work with 

community food growing and seed sovereignty, to establish a concept of an urban food 

commons, based on the patchwork farm model. 

Rosanna Vitiello. My work explores how places speak to us and how we speak back. 

Focusing on culture and relationships we build with places, I have a distinct interest in coastal 

areas, and how they shape our identity, working among docksides and riversides in 

Silvertown, Southampton, Bristol and now recently Liverpool and Thamesmead. Described 

as ‘scriptwriters for place’ I co-founded The Place Bureau to bring narrative techniques to 

placemaking: both to get under the skin of what places mean to people, and how we can 

shape them for the future. Their insight report ‘New Wave: The Great British Seaside Revival’ 

and worldbuilding workshops on Creative Coastal Futures at the Arts University 

Bournemouth gaze to what might come next for Britain’s coastline. My family have lived in 

the Estuary for the last 25 years, and I am a trustee at Participatory City Foundation in Barking 

and Dagenham, as well as a Research Associate at Central Saint Martins Socially Responsive 

Design and Innovation Unit, London. 

https://customfoodlab.org/
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Notions about the future of Estuary Commons in the Thames Estuary 

A selection of edited contributions from the third panel held on November 17th 2021. The 

panel was ostensibly about looking ahead to consider how we might harness the Estuary to 

ensure our communities can take ownership of this common resource for the betterment of 

cultural practice, through creative practitioners making interventions and addressing the 

challenges between public and private spaces. 

 

Essex, Evenings, Sunset, Southend (2018) MaxPixel.Net. 

“People Dem Collective: We are a community-based collective based in Margate. A huge 

part of what we do is facilitate systemic change. A key part of that is facilitation and healing 

amongst the black, brown and diasporic communities. A lot of our work is based within the 

creative industries, using an approach that is creative. We truly believe that creativity, not 

just arts, are a way to access new ways of thinking and hopefully dismantle some of the 

systems that do not work for the black and brown community and quite frankly don’t work 

for a lot of people. We were born 9 months prior to the murder of George Floyd. Cofounder 

https://www.fpg.org.uk/event/a-creative-commons-the-future-of-estuary-commons/
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Kelly invited a bunch of us to talk about the traumas that are felt through systemic racism. So 

we came together and were sharing food, music, writing and art. Peppered between that 

looking on the into how you start a Community Interest Company. What kind of space can 

this be? What type of organization is it? Is it a flat organization? 

So in the midst of all of that we had clear rituals, like I said such as breaking bread with one 

another and sharing work and art. Those are the kind of things we try to replicate with every 

program that we deliver. So the murder of George Floyd and the pandemic, created a 

momentum that we had to do something. So we organized the protests in Margate with 

around 4000 people attending. It felt like a poignant moment for us and also for the town 

when we all came together on that day and knelt in solidarity and in silence. Saying “not in 

our town” and that we are going to do something. 

Fast forward to now, we had an exhibition in the Turner Contemporary that got picked up in 

the New York Times, based on all of the placards and banners from the protest. We have 

gone on to create festivals, to create educational programmes and we are also in the process 

of realizing a ‘national cultural centre’. So the key thing is creating a place for healing for the 

black and brown community and also for what the white community. For us all to be able to 

come together and celebrate and black british history it's all of our history, and that's kind of 

where we are at this point.” 

Victoria 

 

“What's attractive about the estuary is for change to really happen, it feels like this has to 

be a collective resistance or a collective collaboration, and a huge part of our focus is to try 

and start dissolving some of those geographical borders. I'm from Thanet and even to go to 

Ramsgate sometimes feels like a scary thing to do. But these limitations I really believe, are 

things that actually hold us back. The more work that we do together that’s collaborative, the 

more power we have fundamentally for the people and that's why the creative estuary is 

attractive to me. It offers that opportunity to collaborate with other people in similar parts of 

the UK, other coastal towns. And then for us to all realize that commonality that we have, or 

there’s something that we all want to change and perhaps if we all come at it together…” 

 Victoria 
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“Although the public art works were ephemeral, through the power of partnership we 

might build some lasting impact and lasting connections locally and regionally between the 

seven organizations that we worked with, between artists and local people and visitors to 

places and spaces and develop connections. So that when the project finishes when the work 

goes there's something left behind.” 

Sarah 

 

“I used to be really fearful of precarity, and did a lot of reading and research into it. Over the 

past few years I've kind of just decided to embrace it and use it as a tool and a terminology 

and an idea and a way of feeling that informs my practice” 

Emma 

 

“One of the most amazing things I've seen in the last few months was getting a dive in at 

Walpole bay, in the salt water area in the old pool there, and watching a lobster, being flanked 

by about four or five prawns and it looked like that bit in star wars where you got the star 

destroyer coming up with little tai fighters around it… It was just absolutely gobsmacking. 

This beautiful little lobster and all these little prawns flanking it… the underwater of the 

estuary that is incredible.” 

Mark 

 

“The relationship between a public space and a common… I'm not an expert on this at all, 

but I can share our experience of putting art in what are called public spaces across the 

estuary. That experience was so different. So much depends on the local authority and their 

views of public art, and their experiences of it.  

I wonder if the presence of the artwork has subsequently engaged people in a way that they 

didn't previously in that space, perhaps enabling a sense of ownership and a  sense that there 

is a commons that the creative process is making available more widely in terms of that place, 

that landscape, the narratives that are that are generated…” 

Ken 
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“Public artwork that is there for public to consume can change the narrative of a place and 

it kind of then connects people. It poses the question of how important these pieces are 

because I think they do have a substantial have a way of really making a change for certain 

communities, I mean, for example, in black history month which we worked with a number 

of local primary schools and young artists. They drew their black british icons, and then an 

artist was able to use those images, and basically replicate and scale up these images so they 

were huge. What we realized is that they became a little bit symbolic. A little bit like when 

you come into Margate and you have certain signs like the LGBTQI flag, that gives you an 

idea that that place is safe for your community. This creates an idea about what we have in 

common, we know these people are welcome.  So I think for me it just shows how important 

those big scale pieces of artwork are for the public and how a shift, a kind of an acceptance 

and understanding, without necessarily having to say, this place is for everyone kind of 

allows for that to happen.” 

Victoria 

 

“I think public art is an important way for people to be able to access contemporary art 

because there always is the barrier of coming into the gallery space. I don't know too much 

technical terminology about commons but I do know that having our space in a shopping 

centre next to pound land does bring in people that wouldn't usually access art.” 

Emma 

  

“Thinking about access to art and thinking about access to the coast, I am struck by the 

difference in how expensive it is to park depending on which beach you go to. And now huge 

amounts of car parking is out of bounds to the public in dover, because there's border force 

people there.” 

Mark 

 

“I am thinking about the idea of what a commons is and should be. I have just written down 

transparency. We're talking about all these systems with loads of funds and policies and all 

of this stuff remains hidden or it's not easy to access because it's written in a certain language” 

Emma 
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“Places that have had more success in fighting off the big interests are where there's been 

more local control. It's been interesting that many of the case studies I've worked on, it's been 

about when a place gets popular the big guy starts moving in, the big interests. Down the 

coast in Whitstable there is this ongoing controversy about the oyster company and the 

foreshore and those big metal structures that are there getting in the way of swimmers, of 

people wanting to use boats. It's a conflict between the money and the power of the 

company versus what local people are saying, but then also the irony is it's a major employer 

in Whitstable.” 

Mark 

 

“Some of the work that we do is having that freedom to get things wrong. Transparency is 

important but also transparency is that we might not get it right. If you have at the very 

beginning the understanding that people that are involved in a collaboration are on a journey 

of discovery and there is an opportunity to potentially get things wrong. And maybe through 

getting things wrong we might be able to get some things right. I think that is a key thing and 

creating a safe space for that to happen. And it feels like especially with bigger organizations 

that you know there's an element of ego that comes to the table. There is an element of not 

wanting things to fail or be able to be so flexible.” 

Victoria 

 

“What's been really exciting about some of the work that's come up out of the pandemic 

and anti-racist movement has been the idea of that shift in power to the small organization. 

It's not always about size it's about potentially lived experience and what you can bring to the 

table.” 

Victoria 
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“The idea of commons is it being a space that is easy access accessible for the majority of 

the community, it means that essentially you're having people who don't necessarily have a 

voice or might not be involved in local politics or ideas of making changes and power shifts, 

being able to have a conversation. You're giving people an opportunity for them to be 

involved because they are able to take part in seeing it visually, and maybe feeling seen…” 

Victoria 

 

“What happens with power is people with it put their judgments on what is success what 

are the success measures by which you evaluate… who decides what the measurements are… 

who gets to decide who gets the money… it depends where you're standing, relating it back 

to the swimmer perspective. If you look at the coast from when you're in the sea compared 

to when you're standing on the beach that's a different measurement… also what's your 

timescale of this measurement of value that you created?... The timescale under which you 

measure the impact of tourism on an area. For example,  in cultural tourism, you measure 

the number of people that see something e.g. 100 people who've seen art before. Is that 

worth really more than one person who's never ever encountered art before. That's why 

talked about reframing the word failure as well because I just think about under whose 

auspices you decide a measurement is a thing or not.” 

Victoria 

 

“Every second breath we take the oxygen of that comes from plankton in the sea. I think 

plankton should be sitting at the head of the table.” 

Attendee 

 

“I work within a heavily regulated environment, which is based on recognizing a particular 

significance, which is given a particular value based on a dominant narrative, and we put a 

protective regulatory system around those aspects of our historic environment. These are 

then the ones that we tend to reference in normal discourse which I think the Black Lives 

Matter protested started to demonstrate were fundamentally and systemically racist in the 

way in which we've done that. So we need to find different ways to articulate stories, and 

that’s what the creative community can do best” 

Attendee 
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Key Contributors to Panel on the future of Estuary Commons in the Thames Estuary 

Victoria Barrow-Williams. One of the Co-Founders of People Dem Collective a 

community organisation based in Margate, Kent. The collective was born out of a lived 

experience of lack of space, engagement and inclusion for Black, Brown and Diaspora 

communities. Their vision is a world where systemic racism is dismantled through 

innovation, elevation and education. They have a radical approach and focus on healing and 

transformation, with an aim to elevate those from within their communities and beyond. As 

a creative producer she is driven by creating opportunities for communities who like herself, 

have a lived experience of where art and culture spaces have not always felt welcoming or 

places where she would see herself or her community. 

Sarah Dance. A strategic consultant for the culture and creative industries, with over 25 

years’ experience in the creative sector. She has led a wide range of cultural organisations 

and set up her own consultancy in 2002.  Her work covers business and capital development, 

creative production, organisational change development, and leadership mentoring. She is 

also Project Director for England’s Creative Coast. In addition to her consultancy work and 

her Deputy Chairship of South East Local Enterprise Partnership, she is Chair of Creative 

Estuary and Co-Chair of the South East Creative Economy Network and has co-led the 

visioning of Thames Estuary Production Corridor.  She is on the Civic University Network 

Advisory Group and UAL Advisory Group for their UKRI funded Modelling and supporting 

recovery of the UK’s experience economy. She is also a fellow of the Royal Society of Arts. 

Emma Edmondson. A freelance artist living and working in Southend on Sea. Studying 

and graduating during the 2008 financial crash and tuition fee rises, investigations into 

hierarchies, precarity, dystopian survival and utopian community are at the centre of her 

research and practice. She uses sculpture, print, sound, and text, exploring her interests 

directly via her work in art education. She has shown her work in spaces around the UK 

including Victoria & Albert Museum and Barbican, most recently with a solo show at 

Arcade/Campfa in Cardiff. Emma has been funded by Arts Council England, Arts Council of 

Wales, Crafts Council and Seedbed Trust. She has been awarded commissions from Focal 

Point Gallery and Artquest. She teaches art in community spaces, schools and universities to 

support her practice, often on precarious contracts. 

In 2016 Edmondson set up TOMA (The Other MA), a postgraduate level art programme 

outside of the traditional institutional model. TOMA is the only postgrad art education 

offering in Essex after all others were stopped by their host Universities. Designed to fit the 

everyday lives of 21st century artists, the programme is shaped by its participants, and was 
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created in response to the hierarchies surrounding access to higher education; time, cost, 

geography, caring commitments. TOMA makes use of empty shops and has a much-needed 

contemporary art space in Southend, TOMA Project Space. This is based in an empty retail 

unit in the heart of the community in a low economic ward in Essex. Emma is focussed on 

bringing contemporary art to the high street and sees TOMA and her teaching work as part 

of her creative practice. 

Dr Mark Hampton. Joined the University of Kent in 2005 as a Senior Lecturer in 

Tourism Management at Kent Business School (KBS). In 2014, he was promoted to Reader. In 

January 2017, Dr Hampton joined the School of Anthropology and Conservation as a joint 

appointment with KBS. Before the University of Kent, Mark held lecturing posts at the 

Universities of Surrey and Portsmouth. Dr Hampton has a long-term research interest in the 

geographies of tourism and development, specifically the socio-economic impacts of 

tourism in developing countries and especially in South-East Asia. Mark’s PhD was awarded 

by the School of International Development at the University of East Anglia (UEA), Norwich, 

where he also studied for his first degree. In 2006, Dr Hampton was elected a Fellow of the 

Royal Geographical Society (FRGS). He is currently Visiting Professor of Tourism at Universiti 

Teknologi Malaysia. Dr Mark Hampton is a member of the Durrell Institute of Conservation 

and Ecology. 
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A complementary ‘anthropological’ comment from co-convenor and editor 

of this document, Dr Khalil Betz-Heinemann, prior inhabitant of Margate and London. 

 

The conversations ended on the theme of increasing inclusivity, accessibility 

and participation in art and place. A renewed sense of  attention to quantitative 

change. But to what end? To change the common sense, whole artifice of 

measures of success and the common sense they reproduce. This is a 

qualitative change…  to let the Undercommon sense grow through as discussed 

in the middle panel. A critical realism sensed through communing and 

commoning with the estuary, through art and getting creative with the current 

common sense as the theme of first panel… a Creative Commons not as an end 

but as a means to shift common sense about the Estuary… from prioritising 

change and prescriptive inheritance to intergenerational learning based on 

creating, protecting and demanding the prioritisation of activities of 

‘perdurance’. A principle attuned to deep cyclical time, the ebb and the flow, a 

qualitative change with the estuary and the very practical ways and implications 

of changing the Common Sense. 
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