
An analysis of the social-ecological resilience potential of a waterside community 
in the context of changing water conditions: a study in local knowledges and 
resource governance along the River Adur, West Sussex, UK 
 

Research Problem 
Water resources, our rivers, streams, aquifers and groundwater which 
provide us with the water that we use in our daily lives, along with the 
rainfall regime which recharges them, are facing a range of different 
challenges in the UK which all contribute to water stress:   

…we know how water companies, government agencies and local 
councils understand their duties to safeguarding water resources. 
What is less clear is how people who live and work alongside 
these water resources understand, respond to and negotiate 
these changing water conditions..are they RESILIENT to change?  
What do they even understand by the term ‘resilience’? 

Research Objective 
The study’s objective is to document how people living and working in 
one water-side community  have  experienced and managed change in 
their local water environment . These insights  both provide detailed 
local knowledge about how changing conditions have impacted on the 
river catchment and uncover if opinions, practises and actions 
undertaken by the community could be described as ‘resilient’. 

                    What is resilience?... 
 

Both the UK government and the United Nations are currently 
championing the concept of ‘resilient communities’. The aim is for 
urban and rural communities to have the resources to prepare for and 
overcome shocks. Yet resilience is a contentious concept. Different 
disciplines have their own interpretation of resilience. Does resilience 
mean empowerment to take control of local, micro-scale issues such as 
creating flood committees and enables a community spirit – or is it a 
withdrawl of government support when communities need it most? 
Thinking widely, what does this ability to demonstrate social-ecological 
resilience mean long term for our ability as a developed economy to 
plan for, mitigate or manage water stress? 

What do you 
mean, am I 
resilient? 
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The project worked iteratively ‘between’ theoretical and policy 
understandings of resilience to ascertain what actually is 
experienced and enacted in the waterside community itself. The 
project utilises multi-method qualitative empirical fieldwork 
techniques, using semi-structured interviews and photo elicitation 
to identify how respondents understand socio-ecological 
resilience within a water resources context.  

Results and Conclusions 

The River Adur, in West Sussex, flows through a range of 
rural, peri-urban and urban areas. Within this catchment 
the study site focuses on three communities: Steyning, 
which sits above the floodplain with an elevation of nine 
metres, and its neighbouring villages Bramber and Upper 
Beeding, which sit either side of the River Adur. There are 
active community groups in all three areas and there are a 
range of water management issues: localised flooding; 
water pollution; drainage and river restoration.  

Perturbations in the current rainfall regime due to 
the effects of climate change reduces  recharge 
levels leading to less water availability during the 
year.  

Philosophical: is water management 
concerned with water conservation, 
ecosystem and bio-diversity agendas or is 
its focus on enabling developed 
economies to maintain current 
consumption levels? 

Current land management techniques (a) destabilise 
river banks causing erosion and changes river profile 
to increase speed and flow of the river (b) increases 
soil compaction which reduces rain percolation to 
groundwater and aquifers through soil. Both 
negatively impact where water ‘rests’ in the 
landscape. 

Growing locale specific 
population density creates water 
demand ‘hotspots’; whilst water 
is relatively low cost,  businesses 
servicing this population have no 
incentive to use less water – and 
neither do household users. As a 
result water use profiles continue 
to rise. 

Water quality challenges caused by 
pollution  affect ecosystem life and 
increase the  cost of providing safe 
potable water. 

Changes in government policy 
individualises responsibility for 
watercourse drainage onto 
riparian landowners who may 
not have adequate knowledge 
or resources. This may increase 
localised flooding. 

Reductions in staffing in 
regulatory institutions 
hampers response and 
knowledge concerning 
water resource sites 
and issues 

Increased run off surface through 
non sustainable urban drainage 
(SUDs) building development 
exacerbates run off during heavy 
rainfall and can contribute to 
flooding  

Water stress occurs when 
the demand for water 
exceeds the amount 
available during a certain 
period or when poor quality 
restricts its use. This  map 
shows  predicted water 
stress indicators by 2040  
 
(Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland have 
their own water management regimes and 
so are outside of the  study area). 
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Thirty stakeholders were interviewed, including farmers, local 
councillors, householders, conservationists, historians, business 
owners, government officials, artists, poets & water engineers. 
 
Key outcomes include: 
 
Community resilience is high though very localised and not  
    connected with  wider transformational change  
Awareness of changing water environments delinked from  
    wider climate change science messages 
Importance of community elders in performing resilience 
Impacts that austerity politics has on local communities and  
    their ability to support and build sustainable futures 
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