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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION TO ISSUE EIGHTEEN
By Laurie Moberg, Managing Editor
On local and global scales, concerns about our 

water systems emerge from many directions. 
We read stories of contaminants compromising 
hydrologies and water ecologies, of farm runoff 
in the Midwest creating an expansive hypoxic 
zone in the Gulf of Mexico. We view shocking 
images of the effects of a decades-long drought 
diminishing the flow of the Colorado River. 
Hazardous drinking water conditions and 
deteriorating infrastructures like those in Flint, 
Michigan inspire distrust in resource manage-
ment methods and make evident how inequalities 
and injustices are part of everyday entanglements 
with water. The present conditions of water—and 

our relationships to it—provoke an endless set of 
questions about what our future with water may 
look like. 

This issue approaches the question of the future 
of water from a different angle by exploring prac-
tices that move us toward desirable futures with 
water. Rather than focusing on the challenges of 
amount or quality of water, we asked authors to 
be visionary, to imagine the future they want with 
water and the possibilities of making it a reality. 
Specifically, we offered a single organizing ques-
tion for the issue: What knowledges, practices, 
and perspectives do we need in order to create the 

Irrigation canal. Image by Ivan Bandura.

https://www.noaa.gov/media-release/noaa-forecasts-very-large-dead-zone-for-gulf-of-mexico
https://www.noaa.gov/media-release/noaa-forecasts-very-large-dead-zone-for-gulf-of-mexico
https://e360.yale.edu/series/crisis-on-the-colorado
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/04/20/465545378/lead-laced-water-in-flint-a-step-by-step-look-at-the-makings-of-a-crisis
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/04/20/465545378/lead-laced-water-in-flint-a-step-by-step-look-at-the-makings-of-a-crisis
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water futures we imagine and want? The articles 
in this issue present work that draws on history 
and art, community engagement and communi-
ty-based practices, Indigenous epistemologies 
and analysis of satellite data. Collectively, the 
articles point us toward provocative and creative 
examples of the water futures people are already 
striving to create. 

Elan Pochedley addresses this central question 
by demonstrating that as settler colonialism 
removed people from land, these practices 
compromised relationships between people and 
more-than-human others including waterways 
and mnomen. Pochedley explores water futures 
through the potentialities of restorative cartogra-
phy, asserting that “the historic presences of the 
Potawatomi and mnomen, once mapped, provide 
an image of what has been and what could be 
once more.” 

Trinity Ek walks us through the history of Bassett 
Creek in north Minneapolis, demonstrating that 
to understand water futures, we must understand 
water histories. Focusing on the issues of 
environmental injustice that led the creek to be 
hidden underground, Ek suggests that consid-
erations for the creek’s future have the potential 
to disrupt rather than reproduce systems of 
inequality. Scot McFarlane similarly points to 
river histories as contested, complex, and critical 
tools as we confront environmental and social 
challenges now and into the future. 

Other articles describe community practices that 
inspire commitment to shared water futures. 
Moira Villiard, in an interview about her “animat-
ed video collage” installation, Madweyaashkaa: 
Waves Can Be Heard, speaks to the power of 
public art as creating connections—to other 
people, but also to water, to nature more broadly, 

and to ancestors. Sayanangshu Modak illustrates 
the value of community-managed irrigation 
systems in India for future water policy. The 
issue also includes a review by David Morrison 
of the exhibit, Why Canoes? Capacious Vessels 
and Indigenous Futures of Minnesota’s Peoples 
and Places, which centers the craft of canoe 
building among several groups of Indigenous 
peoples in Minnesota as part of shaping 
Indigenous futures and relationships to place.  

To provide another perspective on exploring 
practices that move us toward desirable futures 
with water, we republish an article that analyzes 
how saltwater incursion is affecting coastal 
forests and argues that this evidence of climate 
change and sea-level rise leaves us with a choice 
for our futures: fight the seemingly insur-
mountable ecological changes or strategically 
adapt. And the two options may not be mutually 
exclusive. 

Finally, we include a series of short responses 
to the issue’s organizing question: What knowl-
edges, practices, and perspectives do we need in 
order to create the water futures we imagine and 
want? While we share insights from researchers, 
community partners, community practitioners, 
and leaders in this issue, we also invite you 
to share your perspective. We hope to include 
reader stories in a future issue of Open Rivers. 

The pieces in this issue demonstrate how people 
are creating water futures across disciplines, sec-
tors, media, and geographies. They also compel 
us to consider not only the pressing water issues 
of the moment, but the histories that brought us 
to this point, and the possibilities of what our 
relationships with water should, could, and will 
be into the future. Enjoy. 

http://z.umn.edu/waterfutures
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