WITH LOWIS BONHOYRE

Louis Bonhoure, a master's student, explores the
recent use of the term “sponge” in relation to flood
and drought mitigation.

He examines how this word's simple imagery makes
it an engaging way fo communicate complex
natural processes.

He shows how, by turning a technical concept into
something instantly visual, the word “sponge” helps

bridge science and society.

Funded by UK R h iath ’
the European Union and sz'leoa\:':tion spgl‘|ge

SpongeScapes has received funding from the European Union's Horizon Europe research and innovation
programme under Grant Agreement n°101112738 and from the UK Research and Innovation/HM
Government. Views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) only and do not
necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the UK Research and Innovation / HM Government.

© 2025 - International Office for Water for the SpongeScapes project.

Louis Bonhoure MSc thesis :
University of Montpellier and AgroParis Tech

Text before script : Proofreading :
Chloé Déchelette  *  Benoit Fribourg Blanc (OiEau)
(OiEau) Dr. Ellis Penning (Deltares)

Script, drawing and colouring of the comics:
Elisa Bézier and Jean Combette (OiEau)



THANKS TO THEIR
CAPACITY TO STORE
WATER, THEY ATTENUATE
MAJOR FLOODS,

AND MAINTAIN WATER
LEVELS DURING PERIODS
OF DROUGHT--

“SPONGES"

HAVE
YOU HEARD OF
THIS WORD
“SPONGE"2
RECENTLY, IT’S BEEN
COMING UP IN A LOT OF MEDIA
TO TALK ABOUT FLOOD AND DROUGHT
MANAGEMENT...

WHAT DOES IT'S ADDING TO

THIS WORD =i THE WORDS THAT

MEAN? ) WE'VE ALSO BEEN
= HEARING A LOT,

DID IT COME LIKE NATURE-BASED
FROM? SOLUTIONS...

LET’S LOOK AT WHY
THIS NEW TERM HAS EMERGED,
AND HOW IT IS UNDERSTOOD BY
PEOPLE FROM DIFFERENT
BACKGROLNDS.




I SPOTTED THAT THE USE OF “"SPONGE” IN MEDIA HAS
INCREASED SINCE 2014. IT’'S HEAVILY ASSOCIATED WITH THE
SPONGE CITY CONCEPT*, AS WELL AS WITH WETLANDS AND SOIL.

FIRST T ANALYSED THE USE OF
THE WORD SPONGE IN PRINT
MEDIA, SCIENTIFIC ARTICLES,

AND ELU PUBLICATIONS...

EXCLUDING
CERTAIN IRRELEVANT
ASSOCIATIONS
AND USES...

.50 THEY SWITCHED TO TALKING ABOUT WHAT THESE
ECOSYSTEMS DO FOR US: STORE WATER,
PREVENT FLOODS, FIGHT DROUGHTS...

BEFORE, PEOPLE TRIED TO PROTECT ECOSYSTEMS LIKE WETLANDS,
RIVERS, LAKES, BY TALKING ABOUT BIODIVERSITY.
BUT IT DIDN'T CLICK WITH POLICYMAKERS OR PEOPLE IN GENERAL...

“SPONGE" WAS BORN AS A BUT DOES THAT I ASKED 30 PEOPLE
METAPHOR - EASY TO PICTURE, MEAN IT’S CLEAR ~ HOW THEY LINDERSTOOD
EASY TO EXPLAIN. TO EVERYONE? “SPONGE".

TURNS OUT, THE WORD LNITES
Us - BUT ALSO MEANS DIFFERENT
THINGS TO DIFFERENT PEOPLE.

"50IL'S THE REAL SPONGE.
HEALTHY SOIL KEEPS WATER IN
THE FIELD WHEN YOU NEED IT.

I NOTICED THAT EVERYONE
CAN APPROPRIATE THE TERM
“SPONGE", IN ASSOCIATION
WITH THEIR EXPERTISE.

TO ME,
A SPONGE IS A
FOREST! TREES SOAK
UP WATER, SIMPLE
AS THAT.

WETLANDS,
OF COURSE! THAT’S THE
SPONGE OF THE
LANDSCAPE.

*The Sponge City concept is about designing cities that soak up rain like
a sponge -reducing floods and keeping green spaces to beat the heat.



EVERYONE HAS THEIR OWN SPONGE...
WHICH 1S GREAT BUT ALSO CONFLUSING.
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HERE’S THE TRICKY PART: WHEN A
© WORD GETS TOO POPULAR, IT RISKS
BEING OVERUSED - OR MISUSED.
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IT MAKES COMMUNICATION EASIER...
BUT ALSO MORE SLIPPERY.

SPONGE
EVERYWHERE!

=
WETLANDS HAVE TRADITIONALLY BEEN
| DESCRIBED AS ACTING LIKE SPONGES.

BUT THEIR SPONGE FUNCTION
ISN'T ALWAYS CONSISTENT.

WE NEED TO DO MORE SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH TO
BETTER LNDERSTAND THE SPONGE FUNCTION IN
NATURAL ECOSYSTEMS.

WHEN A SPONGE IS FULL, IT'S
FULL! WE CAN'T EXPECT A SINGLE
2 SPONGE MEASLURE TO SOAK LIP
| THE KIND OF RAIN YOU GET ONCE
\ N EVERY 10 OR 100 YEARS!
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No more water for me,
thanks
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WE NEED CLEAR
DEFINITIONS

WHAT COLUNTS AS A
SPONGE MEASLRE? WHAT
DOES IT REALLY DO?

WATER EXPERTS I
INTERVIEWED DIDN'T

TALK ABOUT SPECIFIC

ECOSYSTEMS OR

PONGE SOLUTIONS.
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IT’S MORE ABOUT FUNCTIONS
As
doe

AND WHEN A SPONGE 1S EMPTY, IT'S EMPTY!
= YOU CAN'T EXPECT A SINGLE SPONGE MEASLIRE TO PROVIDE
WATER FOR AN ENTIRE AREA DURING A PROLONGED DROUGHT. €
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AND BONUS! SPONGE MEASURES
OFTEN SUPPORT BIODIVERSITY,
IMPROVE SOIL HEALTH, AND
PROTECT WATER QUALITY.




SPONGE MEASURES CAN BE NATURAL, LIKE WETLANDS, RIVERS, FORESTS, OR HEALTHY
SOILS - OR MAN-MADE, LIKE ECO-FRIENDLY FARMING OR CLEVER LURBAN DESIGNS.
BUT THEY ONLY WORK IF THEY FIT THE LOCAL CONTEXT. AND TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE,
WE NEED MANY OF THEM WORKING TOGETHER ACROSS THE LANDSCAPE.

FARMERS, INDUSTRIES,
TOURISTS, NATURE... EVERYONE
SEES THE LAND IN
DIFFERENT WAYS.

I WE NEED TO PLAN

TOGETHER, SO THERE'S SPACE
FOR EVERYONE, INCLUDING
NATURE!

HOW URBAN IS
THE AREA? WHAT'S THE
CLIMATE LIKE - WET
OR DRY?

AND WHAT
ABOUT THE SOIL,
DOES IT ABSORB
WATER EASILY
OR NOT?

SPONGE
RATEGY

WHO PAYS TO SET
IT UP AND TO MAINTAIN
IT IN THE LONG-TERM?

WILL PEOPLE
WHO GIVE UP LAND
OR INCOME BE
COMPENSATED?

WHAT ARE THE
LOCAL PROBLEMS?

WHAT KIND OF
FUTLURE DO LOCAL
STAKEHOLDERS
IMAGINEZ

BUT THERE IS NO "READY-MADE" SPONGE SOLUTION.
IT'S ALL ABOUT TESTING IN YOUR SPECIFIC CONTEXT
AND HAVING A BIT OF PATIENCE.
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WORDS WE USE
CHANGE HOW WE THINK
ABOUT WATER, AND HOW
WE LIVE WITH IT.

NOTHING’S PERFECT.
SPONGE MEASLIRES CAN TAKE SPACE.

SOMETIMES THAT MEANS GIVING UP LAND
FOR FARMING OR HOUSING. WE HAVE TO MAKE
THOUGHTFUL CHOICES.
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“SPONGE’ MIGHT JUST BE A WORD,
BUT IT’S HELPING US IMAGINE A FUTURE WHERE
HUMANS AND NATURE SHARE THE LANDSCAPE -
MORE WISELY, MORE FAIRLY.




