
Panta Rhei CollaborativeWater politics is a widely discussed and 
extremely prevalent topic throughout the 
world. From agriculture to energy, health 
to climate, transport to leisure, water plays 
an integral role in the functioning of our 
inhabited environments.
	 Yet over the last two centuries, the 
increasing enclosure of water through priva-
tisation and marketisation has led to global 
water inequality and water poverty for many 
around the world, threatening the notion that it 
is a shared wealth for all. 
	 Water Wareness is a multilayered publication 
that investigates how forms of water within our cities 
shape our urban environments, and affect our access 
to water as a common good in our daily inhabiting of 
the city. The publication contents with the questions: 
rather than occurring in opposition to capitalist tendencies 
where the state and market govern it, can individual water 
commoning instead become complementary to it? And, if so, how 
might we share the task of commoning amongst everybody in the 
wake of the climate emergency? 
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LOCATIONS

01 Boise River. Eagle ID, USA.
02 River Spree. Berlin, DE.
03 Agean Sea. Athens, GR.
04 Wasserturm. Manheim, DE. 
05 Dortmund-Ems-Kanal. Münster, DE.
06 James River. Richmond VA, USA.
07 Grand River. Ontario, Canada.
08 River Danube. Bratislava, SK.
09 Fjords. Stockholm, SE.
10 River Wien, Vienna, AT.
11 Stad Natique. Creutzwald, FR.
12 River Limmat. Zürich, CH.
13 Aasee. Ibbenbüren, DE.
14 Lungotevere. Rome, IT.
15 River Aare. Bern, CH.
16 Arno River, Florence, IT.
16 River Rhine, Düsseldorf, DE.
18 Lake Michigan. Milwaukee, USA.
19 Charles River. Boston, USA.
20 River Ij. Amsterdam, NE.
21 Beatrixkanaal. Eindhoven, NE.
22 Atlantic Ocean. Cadiz, ES.
23 Sortedam. Copenhagen, DK.
24 Weißensee. Berlin, DE.
25 The Bund. Shanghai, CN.
26 Bosphorus. Istanbul, TR.
27 Dreisamufer. Freiburg, DE.
28 Zürichsee. Zürich, CH.
29 Canals. Amsterdam, NE.
30 Angerbach. Ratingen, DE.
31 River Danube. Ulm, DE.
32 Mittellandkanal. Münster, DE.

33 Han River. Seoul, KR.
34 Værftshallerne. Helsingør, DK.
35 Pacific Ocean. San Fransisco, USA.
36 River Limmat. Zürich, CH.
37 Dreisamufer. Freiburg, DE.
38 Hampstead Ponds. London, UK.
39 Yeoville Reserv. Johannesburg, SA.
40 Bârlad River. Bârlad, RO. 
41 Sydney Beaches. Sydney, AU.
42 Rivers of Sofia. Sofia, BG.
43 Krumme Lanke. Berlin, DE.
44 Cávado River. Barcelos, PT.
45 Al-Hilla River. Hillah, IQ.
46 Pacific Ocean. San Fransisco, USA.

47 Vere River. Tbilisi, GE.
48 Lake of Tunis. Tunis, TN.
49 Miño River. Lugo, ES.
50 Rawa River. Katowice, PL.
51 Mediterranean Sea. Tel Aviv, IL.
52 Thermaic Gulf. Thessaloniki, GR.
53 Kamo River. Kyoto, JP.
54 Trnovski Pristan. Ljubjana, SI.
55 Ume River. Umeå, SE.
56 Huang Pu River. Shanghai, CN.
57 Grand River. Michigan, USA.
58 Hussain Sagar Lake. Hyderabad, IN.
59 Rio Arzobispo. Bogotá, CO.
60 River Tyne. Newcastle, UK.
61 Hudson River. New York, USA.
62 Tamsui River. Taipei. TW.
63 Gulf of Patras. Patras, GR.
64 Ilulissat Icefjord. Ilulissat, GL.



1- What do we mean 
   by water as commons?

 WATER WARENESS
As mentioned, water politics is a widely discussed and 
extremely prevalent topic throughout the world. From agri-
culture to energy, health to climate, transport to leisure, 
water plays a core role in the functioning of these inhabited 
environments, to which all living organisms have a basic 
right. Yet the increasing enclosure of water through privati-
sation and marketisation has led to global water inequality 
and water poverty for many around the world.
 Observing the relationships between water in cities 
and its public accessibility in an attempt to raise an awareness 
on the matter, we retraced how vast infra structural networks,
the decentralisation of power, privati sation and artificial short-
ages have formed residents’ experiences of water in the city. 

2 - How can 

 LOOKING INWARDS / 
 LOOKING OUTWARDS
Several places globally demonstrate key examples of 
commoning practices that are improving local communities’ 
access to water, forming exemplary case studies for 
exploring how we may reclaim our access to this ‘shared 
wealth’. We felt it was as important to understand one’s own 
context as, even within wealthy cities perceived as being at 
the forefront of technological development, key themes 
can arise that help us to better understand the forces at play 
when dealing with the access to, and shared usage of water. 
 As a result, we turned to our three home cities – 
London, Zürich and Berlin – looking inwards as a starting 
point for understanding their individual relationship to their 
waterways. Water in each of these cities presents a multitude 
of social, geographical and political conditions that are 
often present across several different contexts. We chose 
to look at each city through specific lenses, selecting themes
that we believe present a condition of duality; on the 
one hand sparking growth and innovation, yet on the other, 
seemingly problematic outcomes. By engaging with local 
initiatives and collaborating with other creative practitioners, 
we adopted an ethnographic approach of observation and 
documentation to bring to light these conditions. 
 We then followed this by looking outwards, which 
involved reaching out to those in the PRC networks to 
gain an understanding of the relationship they have to water 
in their home contexts, worldwide. We gathered qualitative 
data from over 60 participants, illustrating personal 
experiences from all over the globe presented in this publi-
cation as a collection of composite ‘postcards’. The locations
of these contributions are mapped out on the Dymaxion 
projection of the globe overleaf.2

Raising Water Wareness

Water politics is a widely discussed and extremely prevalent 
topic throughout the world. From agriculture to energy, health 
to climate, transport to leisure, water plays an integral role 
in the functioning of our inhabited environments, to which all 
living organisms have a basic right.
 As Elinor Ostrom brought to light in the late eighties, 
one of the oldest precedents for the collective management 
of ‘common pool’ water resources, can be found Switzerland,
in the Alpine village of Törbel where a system of equal 
rights and ownership of the village’s irrigation system ensures 
a sustainable use of this scarce, yet common good. With a 
shared responsibility to maintain it, the inhabitants of the 
village are empowered with a common interest to ensure its 
preservation throughout time.
 Over the last two centuries, the increasing enclosure 
of water through privatisation and marketisation has led 
to global water inequality and water poverty for many around 
the world, threatening the notion that it is a shared wealth 
for all. Yet recently, as writer and activist David Bollier 
highlights, “commoners have begun to reclaim this common 
wealth in both a material and political sense”,1 trying to 
reassert a greater participatory control over these resources 
as part of communal life. 
 Rather than occurring in opposition to capitalist 
tendencies where the state and market govern it, can indi-
vidual water commoning instead become complementary to 
it? And, if so, how might we share the task of commoning
amongst everybody in the wake of the climate emergency?

Panta Rhei Collaborative:
putting the commons back into context
Panta Rhei Collaborative (PRC) is a network of architects, 
urbanists, researchers, artists, and practitioners of other 
creative disciplines. It was founded through a mutual desire 
to explore ways of bringing the commons, a broad set of 
natural and cultural resources that are shared by many 
people, back to the everyday experiences of urban space.
 Though the founders are based in Berlin, London, 
and Zürich, PRC operates as part of a network of collab-
orators across Europe, which means there are different cells 
in different locations for each project. Since 2020, members 
of PRC have carried out design, research, and exhibition 
projects as well as teaching activities at Accademia di 
Architettura in Mendrisio, TU Berlin, Munster School of 
Architecture, TU Munich, Leibniz University Hannover, and 
ETH Zürich, amongst others. They have also hosted work-
shops and exhibited at Floating Berlin, the Oslo Architecture 
Triennale 2022, and the Tbilisi Architecture Biennial 2022.
 Coming together from different backgrounds during 
their studies, the founding members of Panta Rhei saw 
the need for a spatial practice that is aware of the unjust 

3 - How can we share
urban water knowledge with everyone?

WHAT IS WATER AS AN 
 URBAN COMMONS TO YOU?
These findings have attempted to bring to light the funda-
mental role that water plays within urban contexts, both 
as a human right and as a common good for collective social 
benefit. Can more individuals be empowered to engage
in everyday forms of commoning to preserve our access to 
these places? 

In a bid to make this topic more accessible and engag-
ing to people, you can find here a playcard that comprises 
25 questions on 5 main topics around the key themes of 
water commons. 
 You can use it alone to experience a moment of 
reflection with a body of water near you, or play it with 
others, too. If you attempt to answer these questions, find a 
place where you can engage fully with a selected body or 
source of water in your nearby environment. For example a 
lake, a river, a fountain, or a beach. Of course you can take 
this questionnaire anywhere else that feels fitting. This play-
card always works best when shared with friends and 
companions – so feel free to give out the playcard to others 
or send it around the world!

SoC LAB series
WATER WARENESS
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1 D. Bollier. Commoning as a 
Transformative Social Paradigm, 2016. p2
2 Invented in 1943 by Buckminster 
Fuller, the Dymaxion projection of the 
globe offers a less distorted projection of 
the world’s geographical continents.

dynamic that is inherent to the use of natural and cultural 
resources in architecture. For PRC, putting the commons 
back into context means working with peer-learning, locality, 
shared experiences, and minimising harmful building practice. 

Working with the commons means cherishing everyday 
practices of repair, care, and maintenance. It also means 
appreciating the often invisible work that makes much of 
urban life possible. From saving vacant buildings from 
demolition, to reusing construction waste for urban furniture, 
creating new community spaces, to hosting workshops and 
exhibitions on knowledge sharing – PRC’s projects attempt 
to re-evaluate the commons in current urban contexts.

Water Wareness

Water Wareness was a year-long research project conducted 
by PRC as part of the School of Commons (SoC) at the 
Zürich University of the Arts (ZhdK).
 There, we utilised a process-based methodology 
to investigate the relationship between water and urban-
isation, and the impact that this has on its access and use. 
The project explores the role of water as a common good: 
internally between us at PRC and externally with a global 
audience of peers. It asks how and why we perceive water 
in cities the way we do today - and what other possibilities 
there are for communicating water as an urban commons. 
 As well as the texts, short films, visual materials, 
and discussions produced over the course of SoC, the project 
culminated in a travelling exhibition and a global survey of 
water as an urban commons. This publication extracts some 
of the key learnings from Water Wareness. It also aims to 
give readers the possibility to engage with the research and 
with water as an urban commons with technical and emotional 
richness. Following the idea of understanding, maintaining, 
and passing on practices of the commons, we structured 
our research in three steps, around three seminar questions:

1. What do we mean by Water as an urban commons?
2. How can spatial practitioners conceptualise

and analyse the commons?
3. How can we share urban water knowledge 

 with everyone? 

This publication is therefore structured in three parts to reflect
these steps. This fanfold is a brief introduction to PRC 
and how we work together amongst ourselves and with a 
network of collaborators. It also highlights the methodology 
and outcomes from our research. The accompanying poster 
shows a selection of postcards that we received from our 
global survey of water as an urban commons. The pull-out 
playcard is our invitation to you to carry our research questions
into your own context and environment. Take it out, take 
one or many friends and companions to a water body near 
you, and share the questions, and your views with them. 

spatial practitioners
analyse the commons?

You can find more details on the project 
including the survey, on our website. 
https://www.pantarheicollaborative.eu/
water-wareness.

If you want to, we would love to see photos 
of you and the postcards wherever you take 
them. Please send them to 
info@pantarheicollaborative.eu.



Consumption:
1.	 Can you estimate your daily water consumption?
2.	 Do you think you consume more or less than your 

friends?Justify your statement.
3.	 Where could you reduce water consumption without 

compromising your quality of life?
4.	 Have you ever felt guilty about your water usage?  

If yes, why?
5.	 Do you want to reduce, increase, or keep the same  

water consumption in the future?

Places:
1.	 Is there a place you like to spend time where water  

plays a significant role?
2.	 If yes, why is this place so special?  

Try to list three reasons.
3.	 Can you imagine this place without water?
4.	 Will this place change in the near future, maybe from 

climate change, for example? Do you think this will  
have a positive or negative effect on people and the 
environment?

5.	 Is this place equally special for other people in your 
surroundings? If yes, does it have to do only with the 
water, or are there other aspects as well?

Playcard

The game can be played focusing 



Value:
1.	 Do you know how much a litre of water costs where  

you live?
2.	 If yes, do you think this price is justified?
3.	 In your opinion, what factors contribute to this price?
4.	 How much money would you be willing to spend for a 

litre of water? Justify your statement.
5.	 Do you think, on average, that this price is fair compared 

to what other people you know (in the same city/
country, or elsewhere) would spend?

Supply:
1.	 Do you know where the water you use in your household 

comes from?
2.	 Have you ever experienced shortages of water in  

your household?
3.	 If yes, how did you react and why did the shortage 

happen? If not, how would you react if shortages 
happened more frequently?

4.	 Do you know the people that keep the local water supply 
running? If yes, how do you interact with them?

5.	 Do you know whether the water supply in your local area 
is privatised? If not, do you know what the effects of 
privatisation would be?

Activism:
1.	 Do you know of (local, regional, national, international) 

organisations that promote sustainable water politics?  
If yes, which organisations are they?

2.	 How could people collaborate to handle water crises in 
different parts of the world?

3.	 Imagine you are involved in politics. What actions would 
you take if you were responsible for water-related 
matters?

4.	 How would you shape your water policy to consider both 
environmental aspects and the needs of the population?

5.	 How important do you think technology is in improving 
water resource efficiency and availability?






