Professor Peter Coates: University of Bristol

The Power and the Water: Connecting Pasts with Futures (1 October 2013 – 30 September 2016)
THE POWER AND THE WATER, pursed with co-investigators at the University of East Anglia (Dr Paul Warde) and Nottingham (Professor Georgina Endfield), examines the nature of environmental ‘connectivities’ in Britain since industrialization and how their legacies challenge us in the early 21st century. Environmental connectivity refers to our understanding of how place, livelihood and community are moulded by interacting processes that link our local actions to the ’planetary system’. 
The project consists of three strands that focus on connectivities rooted in considerations of power and energy. Strand 1 - based at Bristol’s Department of Historical Studies and involving a project student (PS) and a pair of two-year post-doctoral researchers (PDRAs) - examines river systems and their linked bio-physical, energetic, commercial, recreational and cultural flows. Strand 1 is being pursued through case studies of proposals to harness the tidal energy of the Severn estuary (PS Alexander Portch); the transformation of the Tyne since c. 1500 (PDRA Dr Leona Skelton); and questions of access to and enjoyment of fluvial environments (PDRA Dr Marianna Dudley). 

Strand 2 - based at UEA’s School of History and supported by a PS and a two-year PDRA – investigates infrastructure and energy systems and their connected sites of generation, transmission and consumption, with reference to the emergence of the national grid (PS Kayt Button) and the energy environments of 20th century Somerset (PDRA Dr Jill Payne). Strand 3 - based in Nottingham’s School of Geography with a two-year PDRA (Dr Carry Van Lieshout-  explores the infrastructure of constructed watercourses and how they connect notions of natural and cultural heritage and watercourses above and below ground, with specific reference to soughs (artificial rivers) in Derbyshire’s former lead mining district. The award also includes provision for the part-time posts of website manager (Dr Jan Oosthoek) and impact and engagement officer (Dr Erin Gill).

To date, environmental historians of the UK has largely focused on nature and wildlife conservation, protected spaces, woodland and forestry, and other, mainly rural and/or agricultural environments. THE POWER AND THE WATER aims to produce a series of outputs that, collectively, will offer a fresh perspective on Britain’s environmental history, emphasizing subject areas, themes and approaches less visible in the existing literature. Another central objective is to make a substantial contribution to the training of the next generation of environmental historians in Britain, and, by inserting early career scholars and project students at the heart of the project, to assist the development of future research leaders who approach urgent questions of environmental change and sustainability from the perspectives and methodologies of the arts and humanities.  
Building on previous AHRC awards (under themes such as Living With Environmental Change), the project invests in the further development of the team’s carefully cultivated relationships with project partners (including Northumbrian Water, the Quantock Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty [AONB] Service) and aims to help embed thinking and research from the ‘environmental humanities’ in policy-makers’ responses to and anticipations of environmental change. 
