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1.0 Introduction
The River Thames is probably the most recognised and
best known river in the country and is often known as
'London's River' or 'Old Father Thames'. The River Thames
was pivotal in the establishment of the city of London and
people have lived along its banks for thousands of years.
Today, over a fifth of the country’s population live within
a few miles of it, and each day many thousands pass over,
along and under it. The Thames is a transport route, a drain,
a view, a site for redevelopment and, ever increasingly, a
playground, classroom and wildlife corridor. Its habitats and
species form an integral part of London’s identity and
development. The tidal Thames of today is a good
example of a recovering ecosystem and of great
ecological importance not only to London, Kent and
Essex but also to life in the North Sea and the upstream
catchments of the upper Thames.

The River Thames flows through Westminster with its high
river embankments, overlooked by historic and modern
buildings, crossed by seven bridges and overhung with
hardy London Plane trees. In Westminster the river is
tidal and exposes foreshore during low-tide over most of
this stretch. This foreshore is probably all that remains of
the natural intertidal habitat that would have once extended
inland providing marsh and wetland areas. Within the
Westminster tidal Thames plants, invertebrates and birds
must now make use of manmade structures to gain a
foothold.
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and the Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (DEFRA). Within this context a range of activities,
management and research are currently being undertaken
to improve the biodiversity potential of the Tidal Thames
including: the River Walls Guidance Project (TEP); Project
to Investigate the Potential for Implementing an Ecological
Habitat Restoration Programme on the River Thames in
Central London (Thames21); protection of juvenile fish
between June and August through licencing and restrictions
on dredging (PLA); linking partnerships along the river (TEP,
the Landscape Strategy Hampton-Kew and Kew-Chelsea);
fisheries and water quality monitoring (EA), and fish,
marine mammal monitoring, and river restoration (ZSL).

5.0 Flagship habitat and species
Habitat types are limited within Westminster. Species of fish
and birds may use this stretch of the river as a migratory
corridor and passage between habitats, and juvenile fish
may use the gravels for refuge. Other species such as
cockles and gut weed may be present in the gravel
foreshore and artificial structures respectively. This HAP will
aim to confirm their presence in and use of the Westminster
stretch of the tidal Thames. Species and habitats
characteristic of the tidal Thames and selected for this
plan are as follows:

Habitat Gravel foreshore Intertidal gravel and sand
substrate;
Artificial structures and Built areas
(Including bridges, wharves, and embankment
walls) Redundant or low disturbance

2.0 Current status
The Thames and its banks, together with its tidal tributaries,
are London's largest natural wildlife resource, recognised
as a Site of Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation
(The Mayor's Biodiversity Strategy) and a 'green corridor'
that runs through Westminster. The River Thames within
Westminster supports approximately three hectares of
intertidal habitat and 4400 metres of vertical river wall.
The high stone or brick embankments on either side of
the river constrain the growth of vegetation. However, where
cracks and crevices allow, wetland species characteristic
of the lower reaches of the Thames gain a foothold for
example hemlock water-dropwort and gipsywort near
Cleopatra's Needle, and at Pimlico the brickwork structure
of the embankment allows plants such as garden angelica
and marsh yellow-cress to establish. There is no true
saltmarsh on the Thames in Westminster and east of
Westminster Bridge there is very little substrate exposed at
low tide but further downstream, and especially west of
Lambeth Bridge, a substantial band of gravel and mud
foreshore is exposed during low tide. This foreshore is a
favoured habitat for feeding birds, and a vital habitat for
fish, especially juvenile and fish fry that use it as a
refuge from the strong tides. 

3.0 Current factors affecting the
habitat 
The Thames has a long history of river encroachment with
only 2% of natural bank remaining along the River Thames
in London. Loss of marginal and intertidal habitat and built

development has left the river in Westminster constrained
with hard flood defence walls. During the Roman period
the Thames in Westminster was three times as wide as it
is now. The brick and concrete embankments have a direct
detrimental impact on the biodiversity of the tidal Thames
by creating faster flowing tides and the loss of marginal
habitat that acts as a buffer or refuge during tidal movement.
Wildlife will be unable to establish or persist within this
environment. However, it is evident that certain species
are present under these conditions. Despite strong
wildlife legislation, such as priority Biodiversity Action
Plan 'Intertidal mudflat' habitat, losses of foreshore still
occur. To reduce further intertidal habitat loss it is
important to consider the Thames within the context of a
land/river interface and as an integral component of the
development and planning decision-making process. 

4.0 Current action
There is no single organisation that oversees the
management and regulation of the Tidal Thames. In
response to this, the Thames Estuary Project was formed
in 1993 to provide a focus for a range of organisations,
individuals and activities linked with the Tidal Thames. The
primary outputs of the project were the 'Management
Guidance for the Thames Estuary' and the creation of the
Thames Estuary Partnership (TEP). TEP plays a key role in
the co-ordination of activities and interests downstream of
Tower Bridge. Management advice is available from a range
of organisations including the Environment Agency (EA),
Natural England (NE), Port of London Authority (PLA)
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Bats (eight species recorded for London) are
highly adaptable species using urban roost sites
such as roof space, bridges and underground
structures. Flight paths to and from feeding areas
and roosts may be disturbed through the loss
of flight line features such as green corridors
like the River Thames, or through introduction
of new features such as artificial lighting.

6.0 Action Plan Aims
The aims of the Westminster Tidal Thames HAP are to:
1. Identify the species and habitats that will be the 

focus of conservation activity.
2. Identify and provide suitable management practises 

for key species and habitats.
3. Ensure that species and habitat priorities are 

implemented through local strategic plans
and initiatives.

4. Improve the public perception, and increase 
awareness and enjoyment of the Thames.

The Objectives are to:
1. Identify which species and habitats will be the focus 

of conservation activity in Westminster.
2. Provide appropriate 'management guidance' for 

Westminster's key species and habitats.
3. Ensure that strategic plans and initiatives recognise and

implement the 'management guidance' within 
London.

4. Improve the public perception, awareness and 
enjoyment of the Tidal Thames within Westminster.

structures exposed at high tide, providing
roost sites for wildfowl, and some also serve
as nest sites for oystercatcher and gulls.

Fish Bass Dicentrachus labrax, an important
commercial fish species that has increased
significantly in number over recent years.
Juveniles migrate seasonally and are
recorded regularly at Chiswick and often
reach as far as Teddington.
Smelt Osmerus eperlanus, smelt are related
to salmon and have a characteristic smell of
cucumber. This small fish is sensitive to poor
water quality but is once again spawning
amongst the gravels and shallow waters
near Wandsworth.
European eel Anguilla anguilla, eels are
probably one of the most iconic fish of the
Thames. Having been traditionally fished as
elvers or silver eel for centuries. The eel returned
to the Thames after the big clean-up of the
70's but is now the focus of concern across
Europe due to declines in recruitment into
estuaries and freshwater.
Lamprey Petromyzon marinus (sea lamprey) and
Lampetra fluviatilis (river lamprey) are a migratory
species that move into freshwaters to spawn in
clean rivers and streams.They are present in the
Thames having been recorded in the estuary
and upstream in freshwater after spawning.

Birds Common tern Sterna hirundo, is a summer

visitor to the Tidal Thames. Breeding on
derelict structures and purpose built ‘tern-rafts’
on adjacent docks. Regularly seen fishing on
Thames tributaries and dock basins.

Plants Hemlock water-dropwort Oenanthe
crocata, a large white-flowered umbellifer
characteristic of Thames riverside, that
colonises cracks and crevices. Its parsley-
like leaves are highly toxic.
Enteromorpha (gut weed) Enteromorpha
intestinalis, a green alga which is tolerant of
varying salinities it grows throughout the brackish
and marine zones. This species can offer
important habitat to sterile flood defence
structures and can be found growing on a
variety of porous surfaces.

Mammals Harbour porpoise Phocoena phocoena,
are frequently sighted in the Thames and
although most return to the outer estuary,
boat hits and strandings do occur. Porpoise
are not considered intrinsic to this
environment but are protected through the EU
Habitats Directive and need to be considered
when passing through any part of the river.
Common seal Phoca vitulina, are frequent
visitors travelling far upstream, feeding in the
dock basins and using the foreshore for resting.
Similar to harbour porpoise it is uncertain
whether they are intrinsic to this environment
but there presence should be considered.
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Port of London Authority (PLA), City of London (CoL),
Thames 21 (T21), Thames Water (TW), Kings College
London (KCL), Wandsworth Borough Council (WBC),
River Thames Society (RTS) and Thorney Island Society
(TIS). 

Contact:
Marine & Freshwater Conservation Programme
Zoological Society of London
Regents Park
London NW1 4RY

Telephone: 020 7449 6249

7.0 Links with other Action Plans 

London Plans: Lambeth Tidal Thames HAP; City of
London Thames Foreshore HAP; Rivers & Streams
HAP; Wandsworth Biodiversity Action Plan; Tidal
Thames HAP; Bats SAP.

National Plans: Mudflats HAP; Rivers & Streams HAP;
Tidal Thames HAP; Sublittoral Sands & Gravels HAP;
Harbour Porpoise SAP.

8.0 Lead partner organisation and
working group members
The lead partner for this HAP is the Zoological Society
of London (ZSL). 

Working group members include representatives from
Westminster City Council (WCC), Environment Agency (EA),
The Crown Estate (CE), Lambeth Borough Council (LBC),
RNLI (Lifeboat Pier), London Borough of Kensington &
Chelsea (LBKC), Thames Estuary Partnership (TEP),
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Target 1: Produce a species and habitat map for Westminster Tidal Thames, detailing any spawning grounds,
migratory routes, refugia, bat corridors and potential habitat conservation areas.

Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

1 Collate any historical and archived data/information for Westminster Tidal Thames GiGL GiGL, ZSL, EA, PLA April 2007 March 2007 -
and neighbouring areas:
a) species to include invertebrates, plants, birds, fish and bats;
b) habitats to include artificial structures, gravel foreshore, flood defence walls, open water.

2 Identify new surveys to be carried out from Action 1.1. Thames21 ZSL April 2008 March 2009 -

3 Review available bat data and identify where there is a need for for supplementary surveys. EA ZSL April 2007 March 2008 -

Target 2: Document management priorities and practises for the Tidal Thames.
Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

4 Research and document the background legislation, existing advice and recommendations. WCC ZSL April 2007 March 2008 -

5 Provide practical examples e.g. TEP River Walls Guidance. WCC ZSL, TEP April 2008 March 2009 -

6 Develop an information sheet designed for different audiences e.g. educational WCC ZSL April 2008 March 2009 £3000
establishments or planners.

Target 3: Incorporate and implement the Westminster Tidal Thames HAP priorities
in local plans and policies.

Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

7 Include new policies within the Local Development Framework. WCC ZSL April 2007 March 2009 -

8 Incorporate the working groups results into local policy in consultation with stakeholders WCC ZSL April 2007 March 2009 -
for advice to Tidal Thames landowners.

action plan: Tidal Thames 
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NB For a full list of acronyms see page 64 of the ‘Westminster Biodiversity Action Plan’.

See over for acronyms



Target 4: An increased awareness in target audiences of the ecology, history and challenges faced by the Tidal Thames in Westminster.
Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

9 Place interpretation along the river. ZSL WCC April 2008 March 2009 £10,000

10 Actively promote the river by targeting audiences (schools, local groups, businesses, Thames21 ZSL, WCC April 2007 March 2009 -
riparian owners, planners & developers, politicians, river users, residents) and  
attending the Thames Festival, through websites, informing the media and other 
activities and events.
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EA = Environment Agency, GiGL = Greenspace Information for Greater London, PLA = Port of London Authority, TEP = Thames Estuary Partnership
WCC = Westminster City Council, ZSL = Zoological Society of London




