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What catches on, what flows: a rainy city assemblage

This zine is a creative exploration of porous cities, water and drainage In
Swansea in 2026. As a zine, it's a transdisciplinary work in progress, veering

across forms and ideas.

Poet, artist and researcher, Nia Davies reflects on the concept of a Biophilic
city, nature-based solutions for climate adaptation and how we can and
do intervene in the local water cycle. Nia is a co-researcher on REPAIR:
Retrofitting the Future: Nature-based solutions for climate adaptation.
https://biophilic. wales/

Adapting to all this water

Why adapt? For Swanseaq, climate change means more flooding. More rain,
higher tides, water, water everywhere... But it could also mean drought,
food insecurity, high energy costs, poor expensive housing with damp and
thermal discomfort, economic hardship and social strife. It could also mean
sensory bombardment and ugliness, exhaustion, chronic health conditions,
anxiety! Or could it mean the necessity of working together to make life
more liveable for our community and all the beings who share it.

In the meantime, what can sustainable urban drainage / SUDs offer? Green
roofs, rainscapes and rain gardens, swales, planters, urban gardens and
more (what?) offer e interventionswhich serve a multiple purposes and
aims. They can mitigate storm drainage and prevent flooding, clean up
water and air and provide habitat for plants and insects and perhaps even
birds and bats. They can even be thought of as mini gardens and living
sculptures, places for us to gather around, offering sites, watering holes,
places for beauty and sociality. What some call placemaking, others call
urban acupuncture, the water cure or simply making our area better, more
liveable for everyone.
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N What is SUD? Is it q rcungqrden ora rgmscope” There seems to be some - - T

| +.£onfusjon, EThnogmphrc reseorchers from the REPAIR- prOJec’r and from Urban

~Foundry and other- ‘~,‘ have had some iBreliminary converso‘rrons with

~Iggcols and others who |i i- next to raingardens. It seems many people are {#
unaware of what thesg new things in our city are. There is also a vorre’ry of -

“ . understandings of ,,_'é"' the water goes down, what flows where and how who’r
catches on. 1 - ‘
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P i brings up particular cultural resoncr!nces (Thlnk lawns and
manicured shry bs). There have been stories of people unhcppy wr‘rh ,a.rain f,,.z
gcrden Or?ﬂemelr hoOse Complcunmg that the, plcrn’rs look bushy and mess
in winter ey try to plcm’r roses in ‘it instead. Or, seerng that rybbish ccn‘ches I’
%%‘thgﬁﬁ d level recesses in the street they soy, ‘rhc‘r 5 no‘r werkrng, love
4 O’rher5fs jus‘r see it as a ‘weird green spdce Mcmy hoven f ever. hea
rorngq ns or SUDs. Trus’r in the powers that be - rhe one who changé
\ city yecﬁ' T yéar - bUt' - is rather Iow Since the Luftwaffe guh‘ed ey,
: “the planners c?‘rciburlelers have' mcrde a series of confusrng cenc&r
m’rervenhons We gre so- ef’ren blocked to our sites.of plecrsure -that g the )
beach the nver, T__}pork ’rhe gubllc space for- strollrng end cho’r’rrng)b;rd’re_sﬂhg 3 i:‘

i ond re- creom R .

- The word gcrde :
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Apporen’rly, a consideraple number q\people o re no‘r owore 0 he water

cycle: that what happens to rain upsrreom effects down s’rreclm W rer ways,
that water flows into the seq, that pollution comes back to hq&:un’r 5» What you
wash out here, comes back here .and; enTers your body.

Bur prelirinary researgh; mrhe passion paoeple hoVe fo their, green

squore mile, for theirdocal patch, their hill, their woods:: ‘Reseoﬁ;gh ith childreny
Is‘h?wsatblg concern abouf pollution and the fumpf@ge&e %es gq]pl‘dy -
cmd hang qut. So‘rﬂony people &dre but don! tseem ’ro.hdve the meﬁm‘f' 2
‘act or participate. Rorn folls and falls on green oagjﬁrﬂ@ﬂﬁwﬁfoces, where dges -
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\rhops The\ldeo might be f@Mheﬁobnge ﬁ?y%n we creativ W ) o

lesign porous surfages in \S‘h'e roof and garden whrch people love ’ro;be ln k ‘

amy take’care of? So if pele are still leaming,whatido we-cdll ‘f"’ﬁnr@ e
A -

Names magiie hor do we call this ho1e in ’rhe’ ground or grossy r
g#rorphe rain-storm, elrmrnury play
(47 }




Names Enwau
Nature-based anti-flood intervention
street filter - hidlwr yr heol
Raincleaner pond
Filter pond

Something new for something old  Green drainage

A big storm bowl bant y nant
A play space, a clam space A slowscape ' living
streets and swales Nutrient reservoir

Anti-pollutant street feature  slow(grow)the
flow

Eye, nose and ear soother
Mini beast watering hole
Home dry comfort creator stopo/arafu’r lifo ‘
Gurgling urban brook Brogafa
Dyfroedd bwy - ysbryd o'r fynnon San Helen

Urban water cure pwill tro / pwll bo / pwill
golchi

water-in-the-right-places-at-the-right time
Trickle-round economy

Catchy pond slow-the-flow pool

Urban sinuosity amplifier Clawfa, lle afanc, (ble mae’r madfallod dwr?)

Flood sponge frog-attractor

Future dreamt landscape
Damp and rot blocker

Water cure circulator

é/&;@; L

rain sponge water feature
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re fountain (Moist) pocket of resilience

Modern watercooler moment

g , .
ysglau plannu gwr YWY geinau cyngor Abertawe, beth am gerddi glaw?

>>'>>>Buf I'd like ask the children at St Helens primary,
rain-garden streetscape, for their ideas.
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recently in receipt of g
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In @ rainscape... A sge?‘f;bécomes a rjver; alplayground becomes a polluted

pond; a warm dry haven beconﬁs(c} rcSZer arsh; a language becomes an
atmosphere; P T Thg

Can raingardens be a shelter? a nest by the water — can we be beavers for
beavers, becoming better ecosystem engineers?

%% Perhaps we see these sites as pockets of resilience instead of massive
-. projects to complete.
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D e ainscape is also a sculptural act, an installation, scenography. The planters
= atllys Glas are collaborating with nature and creating new sceonographies
-‘ with colour, texture, moisture. Mosses bloom and small plants are growing

mhere the water is in the old wall of the circular library
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Methodology: dabbler, drifter, colloglsf\

I usually start with poetry. | am a poet and | do poetics — a ’rhinking} through
poetry. But nowadays, like most of us, | have to go outside comfort zone
and try my hand at everything else and leamn from others. When faced with
rising waters and the direction the wind is blowing, we all need to be dabblers
and trespassers. My method encompasses:

drift, walk, veer, sense, draw, collage, write, dream, write, chat, doodle,
listen, gossip, dance, trudge, repeat, puzzle, eat, cook, photograph, turn
up, offer, sniff, touch, remember, list, run, write again, edit, publish, discuss,
translate, adapt...

some examples of how ['ve drifted and veered in my thinking in the last few
months...

- On the Biophilic city drift with J“, after Simon Whitehead's score, J
points out a puddle in the wall — a wall with a great view of the city,
which a woman in the street tells us, is lovely when 4§ all lit up at night.

qi' The puddle has a number of red insects crawling around it. It's a mini
beast watering hole. Could a raingarden be a medium-sized beast
watering hole? AR

- To the art workshop | take along one of two books fished out of the skip
of my agoraphobic hoarder neighbour Graham's house. The woman
sitting next to me wants to use the botany book's images of plants too.
She makes a lovely collage which for some reason she is unhappy
about. | tell her where | got the book from and it seems to evoke a
reflection on hoarding and how we should be ~nthetic to those

people who suffer from that. | agree and rz7 _~raham'’s story
provokes sympathy when they we'd pr77” or horror.

- None of the service users comes to t o llbeing arts
workshop but the woman who has 1teer co-
ordinator enjoys very much the sp Jnd natural
forms. One of the leaves reminde 4$ a child

says, ‘really made

which had a beautiful forest behi _
«e something/ do

me want to start setting some fime\ :
something | wouldn't usually do.’
- The walk | made barefoot\yiR g yream sometimge {n)2020 cyyd
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d. Later I wen
rrwm"" er hc:d bee chonge
d, thinking about y s Slmon, Kirsty
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we felt bereft
w\hic eminds me to be
Admvabout & pmk hotel with

away fram The sound of |
- lhave a drea w about po &

campassidnate. | have and \‘
A is shouting
° labyrinthine\ corridors and !: 8 r behind yhich someone o Ond
i Qngrily. | redord my dreakng - Turn tg T E same places ©
i e re is ours fo mould and
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' —teayering-up angd-ck e
imagery . e
ollase ard i i i - n return to Benjamin.
Isn't writingf fidgetihg allagefr . (ng to a new idea-
word: Coortage, K ora’to Ioye and expand on.
Buikherg is dis Ne ickylad minute discussion on
ords, £.9. We are , ord natuye?); the
need ' i collage = gfSsemblage? I the
Arcades museum, sper”. Walte
Benjamin seems Tounde - se<raingarden-promises and the
driffer's collaging
Think of the arcade as watering place. What we would like is to

stumble upon an arcade myth, with a legendary source at its
cenfre--an asphalt wellspring arising at the heart of Paris. The
tavern advertising beer “on fap” still draws on this myth of the
waters. And e extent to which healing is a rife de passage,
fransition experience, becomes vividly clear in those classi

corridors where the sick and ailing turn into their recovery, s
were. Those halls, too, are arcades. Compare fountains in the
vestibule. [Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Convolute L: L2,6]
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aftermath are around us, shaping and confining how we move about spaces
and streets. But other eras have shaped Swansea: in the so-called dark ages
Viking rowers made stopovers here on their way up the Bristol Channel, they
made a medieval river town. Welsh rebels attacked the marcher lords and so _
walls and more fortified buildings went up. Early industry happened here in the

meeting place between coal and copper. The Aber of Abertawe, a joining, a

confluence. The city formed unconcerned with watery landscape aesthetics or

leisure. The old course of the river is now the abysmal ‘parc tawe' area. Aerial
bombardment by the Luftwaffe followed by postwar hasty build up - vision or

lack thereof. There are many causes for why Swansea is ill-equi

with the coming climate catastrophes and the needs of peoﬁt‘%new

There are so many,plockages to our sites of pleasure, but are tHere easy and

green ways to a path through or create a pocket of animate resilience in

a raingarden.

Historically, landing into Swansea took you straight into the heart of the city,
today's Strand. The heart was where the river met the street. Where do we
land now? Maybe we can land in similar meeting points between water and
human-animal ecologies?

i gyrrau Abertawe
aeth Wiliam fardd mewn dagra;

Wrih wrthio'i glun i ddyfroedd byw
Fe gafodd fwy hyd Clama

A lriban for the holy well at St Helens from
around 1850. (From The Holy Wells of Wales,
Francis Jones, 1954)
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I ddyfroedd byw

Like William fardd we drift towards water. The water cure draws us near. Is this -
an ancient yearning for a cure, for the stream that frickles through us, the

sounds of healing. Are we after a new, adapted and clever, wellspring?
. \or %
| am thinking of spas, water features, holy wells, gushing fountains and en

today's new wave of interest in eco-sauna cold water therapy ond'iv{/ mming,
but also a return to the bog, to gardening in a wet climate... perhaps o
rainscapes are part of healing environments as we look to ways to adapt and

flourish. Can sites like this bring us closey not just to the wo’rers'bu’r to other
beings in our environment? \n,f'\

vl
Can Swansea become a p!oceﬁve ‘take the waters'?

There is some connection between the history and future in t
around the gushing spring. 1
909"

But they could also be sites of projection and utopia. Remember, water cure
was also a name for water torture. Is there something inherently healing about
our blue-green spaces? Or do we just need a bit of a seaside holiday. What
about sewers, equally life-giving, as well as holy springs?

Streams and rivers have become a point of activism in the UK in recent years.
They are points in landscapes that reveal how connected and entangled we
are to the cycle of water in the catchment and the hydrology and watery
ecosystems. Perhaps waterways offer a point of focus in an otherwise
overwhelming urge to give up in the face of the immiseration of global ﬁ
capitalismin the face of ¢ agribusiness and developmenﬂcorporo’re actors %
polluting soils ¥ and chemicals, paving over our paradises, the global

food political economy's bottom line, we aftempt to come to our river and our

blue communities. As children we used jump from a rope swing and pond dip,

but nowadays the water is literally full of shi’rL bV‘F‘\‘ Wes H\w\m

But the local river and watersides offery up a possibility of change railggy Within
the grasp our community. Zoom in, zoom out and then zoom in again. We can
read critically and creatively in,\world of theory and approach our local crux.
Everything is connected they say, the river is alive... but does that idea
overwhelm us or offer us a medium sized fask to be cracking on with? Watery
places are sites of possibility of collective arts, for being with nature in ingenuity.
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dwellers' dreams

St Helens primory school was built in the 18705 — an early example of a schoo|

board school | oo oflended o schm%?jgé:? ol and these early Q \1
institutional architectures still shope ™ cdrns'dnd interior landscapes. Are the > (ﬂ?&?‘

architects and planners of tfoday aware they are shaping the dreams o

shoping. The dog graveyard at Clyne for the Vivians' pets is rougQly the same
size as living space in the Hafod for the Vivian's workers. Many of
greenspoces we inherit were not designed for ordinary people. Kilv
polivted wastelond, a surplus zone for fumes and toxicity which still 4 ‘
soil. The people of Swansea East joined in its regeneration and planting, now
they face a new enclosure of their public wild space.

when did Swansea East get clean woteﬂa'n the Swansea in Gloorm walk |
found out, among many other things, that the Greennhill area was a cholera
hotspot. Waier for drinking and washing came from local wells and the heavily
poliuted Tawe. In 1845 the city buill the reservoir in Brynmill park. This provided
clean water for the wealthier southern and low lying half of the town but did
nol reach the higher ground around Greenhill. People drank the contaminated
water, children played in it, they got sick and died or survived in termble
conditions. Deadly cholera outbreaks. Matthew's Hoce have written in depth
aboul thye fraumatic history in their new garden and frail - they point our that it

agitation for change ondZseanhiet sewage and wafter systems.

The decisions of the powetful, the architects of the nineteentn century, heir
dreams and visions, lay heavily on our every day envikonment and thus our
lives. The century's buildings, hierarchies and punitive values, industry and i3

what calches on, what flows a rainy Cily asembiige by Nia Davies
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