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Introduction: London's River? The Thames as a Contested Environmental Space 

A Special Issue of The London Journal. 

This special issue of The London Journal explores the environmental history of the River 

Thames since 1960 and its role in linking London to its neighbours. The past fifty years have 

brought fundamental change in the relationship of many cities to their rivers. In the case of 

the Thames there has been: the closure of London's docks and the port's move downriver to 

Essex; the regionalisation of water institutions and loss of metropolitan control over water 

supply, sewerage, pollution and flood defence; the biological death and rebirth of the tidal 

river; the formation of influential environmental pressure groups; privatization of water and 

sewerage; the emergence of national and international environmental regulators. European 

Union 'directives', from Birds (1979), Habitats (1992) and Groundwater (2006) to the Water 

Framework Directive (2000), have been influential in a shift away from narrow concerns with 

river pollution towards an 'ecosystem approach' to the river, foreshore and riverside marshes. 

Since the return of pan-London governance in 2000, the Mayor's London Plan (2004 

especially) has claimed the capital's rivers and waterways as integral to its role as an 

'exemplary, sustainable world city'.1 This issue takes 'London's River? The Thames as a 

Contested Environmental Space' as a central theme because these environmental and 

governance changes represent a major reorientation of interests and communities in relation 

to the Thames. 

The question of who controls the river is a long-standing, persistent source of conflict. And 

issues of environmental justice and democracy are never far away. Who has the right to 

decide what the river is for and how it should be managed? Who should have a say in policy 

on resource allocation and environmental risk? Historians have explored these debates in 

relation to the Victorian Thames. Its environmental problems are central to the rich 

historiography of the nineteenth-century capital, addressing the fusion of scientific and 

political debate around public health, water supply and the ownership and control of public 

services.2 For many, the Thames and its water supply formed part of the birthright of 

Londoners as citizens, ratepayers and consumers.3 There has not been a parallel interest in the 

fate of these ideas and aspirations in the late twentieth century. Historical research into the 
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recent past of the Thames has focused especially on the struggle over the closure and 

transformation of London's docklands (the iconic moment of conflict on the twentieth-

century river), on tensions between the Greater London Council (GLC) and central 

government, and on the river as a site of cultural memory.4 Increasingly in recent years 

environmental historians have explored the impacts on rivers of urbanization and industrial 

stress, and of subsequent de-industrialization.5 There are excellent studies of the post-war 

Thames clean-up and flood defence work.6 These remain at some distance from the focus of 

urban and metropolitan history, however.  

Historians of London can learn much from discussions of waterfront 'regeneration' and 

shifting forms of governance within planning literature, and from recent social science 

analyses of stakeholder networks, deliberative democracy and social learning in 

environmental management.7 Understanding the Thames today requires a river-centred, 

historical exploration of changes in the condition of the river, but also of changing ideas 

about citizenship and governance, and of the ways in which the river connects and excludes 

different communities along its course. The political ecology literature on water over the past 

fifteen years has highlighted crucial connections between the possession of economic and 

political power and access to hydrological resources.8 In this context too, however, 

privatization (1989) and management re-structuring in the UK water sector have been linked 

to a diminution of citizenship, especially in the light of the abolition of metropolitan 

government and local government reform in the 1980s. Part of a wider sense of loss that 

pervades discussions of the river and London's water supply of the 1970s and '80s, this 

historical decline has been suggested more than explored in detail, however.9 An important 

question to be asked – which this journal issue in part seeks to address – is not only ‘whose 

river is the Thames?’ but also ‘whose river has it ever been?’. There has been no golden age 

of citizenship for the Thames. 

Rivers have always been enmeshed in dominant economic and political discourses: in Britain, 

in the shifts from 'permissive' Victorian liberalism, through municipal and state socialism, to 

neo-liberalism, and the stakeholder theory and 'communicative planning' modes of the mid 

1990s and 2000s. As unruly environments, they also overflow the banks of any single 

ideology or management structure. Because of the ways in which they connect 'involuntary 

neighbours', rivers are always social and political as well as natural entities involving 

conflicts over resource allocation and environmental risk.10 The Thames is a river – or set of 

rivers, including its tributaries – constantly under threat. Today threats come from pollution, 
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rising river temperatures, sea level rise and land-based encroachment. The river itself also 

constitutes a hazard. Thames flooding in 1928 killed 14 people in central London basements; 

350 people died in the 1953 east coast storm surge flood. Decisions needed to be taken about 

what, who and how to protect, but inability to reach agreement between different agencies 

and government departments held up new flood defences until the 1970s. The opening of the 

Thames Barrier in 1984 became a symbol of conflict between the soon-to-be-abolished 'New 

Left' GLC and the 'New Right' central government.11 Decisions on future Thames flood risk 

management in the face of climate change will be equally political, if not necessarily so 

politicized.  

The river has seen remarkable bio-physical changes since 1960, from severe degradation to 

current claims to its status as the '"cleanest metropolitan estuary in the world"', winning the 

International Thiess Riverprize in 2010.12 The changing landscape of governance for the 

Thames has been equally striking. The rise of 'river-basin management', replacing localised 

governance in the 1970s, saw the re-orientation of river management away from London, 

with headquarters for water supply, sewerage, pollution control and conservancy moving 

westwards to Reading in Berkshire. This partially transformed the linear river into a Thames 

region – the whole basin under one Thames Water Authority (1974), privatized as Thames 

Water Utilities Ltd in 1989 – but it did not eradicate localised affiliations across the river and 

wider region.  

The river is a major public space and physical entity connected to millions of homes, 

industries and commercial premises through water supply and waste disposal, and to a myriad 

of conflicting activities, from angling to the Port of London (the second largest in the 

country). It continues to engender tensions between different interests and communities. 

Plans for reservoir building to increase capacity for urban supplies have created recurring 

conflicts in rural upper Thames areas since the early twentieth century. These live on in the 

opposition of 'Group against Reservoir Development' to Thames Water's plans for 

Oxfordshire.13 

For many, the Thames and its tributaries prompt questions about the 'meaning' of rivers, as 

Phil Pinch discusses in this issue, and assertions of a common right to decide their fate. As 

the arts and environmental group 'Platform' put it in the 1990s: 'The state of our city’s water 

reflects the state of civil society'.14 The river can be seen as central to the shared identity of 

Londoners – as in the title sequence of the BBC TV soap opera, EastEnders (1985-) – and a 

dividing line of identity, between north and south Londoners. Its importance as a shared 
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resource and public space for leisure has in recent decades been symbolised, as Pinch's article 

shows, by rights of access to the river and its foreshore.15 But there is no way of fully 

encompassing what the Thames has meant to those living on its banks even over the past fifty 

years: its spiritual as much as its secular meanings are constantly changing, as suggested by 

recent evidence for the incorporation of the river into Hindu ritual.16  

The question 'whose river?' extends across the river basin and applies equally to tributaries. 

And how to manage tensions between these different scales is an ongoing challenge. The 

upsurge of local community activity around tributary (or 'catchment') restoration in recent 

years indicates the radically changing valuation of rivers at grassroots level, as does 

increasing popular interest in tracing and reclaiming the Thames' 'lost rivers' (tributaries that 

have been culverted and used as sewers).17 Pressure from civil society groups has prompted 

the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Defra) and Environment Agency to 

lend some support to collaborative, localised 'catchment-based' initiatives within river-basin 

planning.18  

At the other end of the scale, calls for a single governance structure for the river have a long 

history and are still heard today.19 The river's management structure remains notably 

fragmented. Navigation control is divided between the freshwater and tidal river. More 

significant is the split between river- and land-based local authorities, and the river's 

intersection with multiple policy arenas, including transport, ports, town planning, aggregates 

and the environment. River and water resources have been awkwardly situated in relation to 

regional planning, from the South East Study (1964) to the Regional Spatial Strategy for the 

South East (2009). The Thames Gateway 'regeneration' – a high profile sub-regional strategy 

partially dismantled in the 2010 'bonfire of the quangos' – demonstrates the river's potential 

for inspiring visions for land-based change as well as the complexity and fragility of regional 

policies.20  

Ways of seeing the river are as changeable as the river itself. While the rural and 'Arcadian 

Thames' has long had its admirers, from William Morris to Kim Wilkie's landscape strategy 

(1994),21 the estuary has been harder to love. But it too has undergone revaluation, in the 

form of a reassessment of estuary ecosystems since the 1960s (which Vanessa Taylor 

discusses) and in the more recent cultural re-appraisal of the estuary as an aesthetic space 

fusing nature with living and decaying industrial, port and defence infrastructure. Jonathan 

Meades recently called it an 'Area of Outstanding Unnatural Beauty'. The Museum of London 

Docklands' 'Estuary' exhibition (2013) signalled this changed perception.22 
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Many of the challenges faced by the Thames are common to every urban, industrialised tidal 

river in Britain. The Tyne, Mersey, Clyde and Forth have similar stories of multiple shifting 

pressures, competing interests, problems of balancing efficiency and democracy, 

environmental decline and restoration, of cities dominating their hinterlands.23 Flowing 

through the capital city, however, the Thames is also different. It is always potentially a 

'national' river and, as the 2012 celebrations reminded us, a 'Royal river'.24 Since the 1990s 

London's status as a 'world city' has shaped policy debates,25 ratcheting up the city's resource 

entitlements with potential impacts well beyond London. Almost half a century after plans for 

Maplin Sands airport first excited opposition, the Mayor of London's 'floating airport' in the 

lower estuary is only one of several proposals for London's fourth airport in this area. Threats 

to the estuary’s communities and habitats are by no means at an end. 

Estimations of value are not always neatly separated between opposing or geographically 

distinct groups, of course. The condition of the river concerns and implicates us all. How 

clean do we want the Thames to be? If as environmentally conscious citizens we want a 

salmon river once again, are we as bill-paying water consumers prepared to pay for it? The 

Thames Tideway Tunnel – the infrastructure now underway to address polluting storm water 

overflows – has sparked debate over questions of cost. And the dauntingly complex but 

visionary proposals for 'sustainable urban drainage', as an alternative to this 'super-sewer' 

which perpetuates the 'combined' rainwater and sewage system, show that the Thames 

continues to be a volatile arena of environmental and political conflict where questions of 

public interest and value for money are thrashed out.26 For now, the jumbo-project approach 

– deliverable and 'owned' by a small number of agencies – prevails. 

This special issue was inspired by a conference held at the University of Greenwich in 2013: 

'Running the River: How the Past Informs the Present'.27 The six papers presented here come 

from a range of disciplines, including history and the museum sector, geography, archaeology 

and environmental science. Representing different approaches to the Thames environment, 

they shed light on its multi-faceted and mutable nature as a physical entity and as a political 

and cultural space. 

In the first of three short articles, Alex Werner explores changing views of the river through 

photographs of the old and recent Thames held in the collections of the Museum of London 

and Port of London Authority. The theme of loss is evident here, but these images 

momentarily restore something of what has gone. Contrasting panoramas from the 1930s and 

2000s show that not only were the docks lost, but also many hundreds of wharves once 
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integral to the life of the river. These images vividly demonstrate what other historical 

sources cannot. Changing valuations of the river are revealed in surprising and nuanced ways. 

There are unusual juxtapositions: children play on a beach in the busy shipping 'Pool' of 

1930s London. The aesthetic appreciation of the polluted river found in early twentieth-

century photographs reminds us that beauty and environmental health are not the same thing. 

By contrast with these images, the empty river views of real estate promotions testify to 

altered functions and new estimations of worth. 

Gustav Milne considers archaeological evidence for the changing environmental condition of 

the river, from the research kick-started by the 1953 flood to recent foreshore studies. The re-

development of the riverside following dock closures also created new opportunities for 

archaeology. Examining evidence for the impacts of sea level rises (and falls), land 

subsidence and the 'canalisation' of the Thames, he shows that long-term past patterns can 

inform understanding of future flood risks. The interdependence of everything that happens 

on the river is suggested by the potential problems of 'far-field wake' produced by high-speed 

passenger boats. Milne considers efforts to understand current high rates of erosion and tidal 

scour, which are revealing new traces of the past at the same time as they threaten past and 

present riverside structures. The Thames of these articles by Milne and Werner is London's 

river: the river that made the city and was in turn re-shaped by it. 

Sarah Palmer examines traces of the river's environmental past to be found in archives in 

London and the Thames region. These are scattered across a wide range of collections, 

reflecting the management of the river itself. She points to the imbalance between the 

abundance of official and central government documents, and the patchy record left behind 

by the hundreds of local and interest groups of the past fifty years. As Palmer shows, there is 

nevertheless considerable, under-explored potential for researching the activities and 

concerns of those who have lived and worked beside the river, and revealing alternative 

visions for the river which have sometimes made a difference. 

Hadrian Cook's article – the first of three longer articles – offers a long-term view of the river 

Wandle, the beleaguered chalk stream that enters the Thames through South London. His 

study of this 'unimportant river in the neighbourhood of London' demonstrates that the 

tributaries and groundwater shared in the problems of the Thames, with competing interests 

and recurring pollution events. Cook shows the profusion of voluntary and amenity bodies 

that have sought to influence the Wandle since the nineteenth century, from local 

conservation and protection bodies to the National Trust and Campaign for the Preservation 
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of Rural England. He traces these continuing pressures and efforts to restore natural processes 

to the river up to today.  

Vanessa Taylor explores spatial and political dimensions of the question of 'London's' river?' 

through the capital's relationship with the lower estuary as a form of 'ecological hinterland' 

since 1960. The tidal river, still run by semi-representative organisations at the start of this 

period, was dominated by the priorities of London's port and waste disposal needs. Taylor 

argues, however, that the need to legitimize policy in the eyes of both central government and 

the public meant that inconvenient externalities and widespread criticism also needed to be 

addressed. The late 1960s saw an emerging shift towards 'managerial' forms of governance 

but also a broadening of conceptions of environmental value and – with the rise of influential 

environmental pressure groups – an extension of claims to have a say in the running of the 

Thames. 

In examining the potential domination of the river by late capitalist land-based property 

development within the city, Phil Pinch sheds another light on 'London's river?'. He draws on 

recent critiques of the neo-liberal ideology underlying the docklands' redevelopment, but also 

emphasizes the achievement of negotiated understandings of the river and – in the light of 

Lefebvrian and 'actor network' theory – the key role played by public resistance and networks 

of diverse actors in creating alternative visions of 'water space'. The river survives here as a 

dynamic process and social space. 

Pinch's article highlights the turn towards Habermasian collaborative or 'communicative' 

planning and deliberative democracy, with the planning process conceived as a realm of 

consensus negotiated through dialogue and the active participation of different actors. This 

approach has had a wide currency among academic writers on rivers and natural resources 

management in recent years.28 Pressure groups and public debate on the Thames have a long 

history, as the articles in this issue show, but there has been a step change since the 1990s 

with the increased incorporation of non-state actors into participatory decision-making. This 

is evident in the recent proliferation of river trusts, public/private partnerships, state/voluntary 

sector collaborations and 'citizen science' projects.29 It is important to keep in mind in this 

context the ambiguities of 'the public' and the implicit and explicit ways in which 'imagined 

publics' are invoked by policy-makers, regulators and service providers, as well as by 

campaigners themselves: as Londoners, tourists, citizens, consumers, taxpayers, residents, 

communities, environmentalists, river or port users, stakeholders, 'Nimbys' and, in the 
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language of sustainability, 'future generations'.30 The question of 'London's river?' is a matter 

of perceived identities as much as perceived rights. 

Future research into the environment of the Thames and other rivers will build on already 

established areas such as debates over water supply, flooding, drought and pollution, urban 

drainage, rights to groundwater, riverside development, land-based encroachment on the 

river,31 public vs. private ownership of natural resources, and forms of governance. Shifting 

regulatory frameworks are creating new areas for investigation, such as the implications of 

'habitat compensation' schemes along the estuary and coastline.32 Climate change and global 

warming move to centre-stage the problems of sea-level rise and coastal erosion, involving 

crucial decisions over who and what to protect, as well as changing riverine and marine 

animal populations, and rivers as a source of renewable energy.33 A new atmosphere of future 

uncertainty and crisis inspires dystopian and utopian visions (Figures 1 and 2), but also 

potentially lends strength to positivist arguments about necessary solutions.34 The past thirty 

years of historical and geographical work on the political, socially constructed or 'socio-

technical'35 basis to solutions in river and water governance reminds us that the Thames, like 

other rivers, remains a politically negotiable work-in-progress as well as a force of nature. 
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