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Abstract: The Thames is an iconic river of cultural and historical importance. A cyclical process of
deterioration during the last two centuries, followed by technology-driven restorations, including
two major sanitation projects with a third currently underway, has produced detrimental effects on
the Thames ecosystem. This paper overviews the river ecology, pollution and other anthropogenic
pressures, which lead to biodiversity loss and the proliferation of non-native, pollution-tolerant
species. This article further reviews past and current management, sampling and assessments trends
and provides an objective overview of remediation, restoration and monitoring needs, practices
and research gaps. Here, we argue that restoration work, if maladapted, can be ineffective in
improving resilience or have unexpected side effects that make matters worse rather than better. We
explain the need for a broader view of river restoration and management including consideration of
species transplants in achieving overall sustainability against a backdrop of accelerating change in
the Anthropocene.

Keywords: the Thames; ecosystem; pollution; biodiversity; non-native species; ecosystem manage-
ment; remediation; restoration; monitoring

1. Introduction

The Thames catchment covers an area of over 16,000 km2. The Thames system
is composed of several connected subsystems which can be divided into ‘natural’ or
geographically described, and manmade, engineered elements, each of which has cobenefits
and trade-offs beyond their initial purpose (Figure 1). The river has a low gradient and
is well-mixed and generally shallow. Above Richmond, the river has been transformed
into a series of lacustrine stretches connected by locks and weirs (Figure 2, Supplementary
Figure S1). The dominant factor governing species distributions in the tidal Thames is
the increasing salinity from Teddington down towards the estuary although flow regime,
brine from desalination plants, groundwater inputs, warm water from sewers and power
stations, chemical pollution and low oxygen saturation, each of which can create temporary
and localised effects, also play a part. The Teddington weir delineates the tidal river; saline
conditions intrude as far as Teddington during times of low flow. Water is released from
the Richmond lock during high flow events in the upper catchment, which can alter salinity
and flow downriver. The Thames barrier at Woolwich, in association with other elements
of the Thames flood protection system (Figure 3, Supplementary Figure S1) [1], provides
flood control, particularly for the low-lying areas of London. The barrier is only closed for
short durations when flow control is needed, allowing for fish passage most of the time.
The barrier was completed in 1984 and designed to withstand a projected annual sea-level
rise of 6 mm to 8 mm, which appeared more than adequate at the time. However, analysis
of the compounding effects of accelerating sea-level rise, extreme rainfall events and storm
surges is raising the possibility of it being overwhelmed sooner [2].
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Figure 1. Natural and engineered components of the Thames catchment system. 

 
Figure 2. Natural and engineered components of the Thames catchment system. Non-tidal reaches of the Thames with 45 
locks (arrowheads). The Teddington lock and the weir mark the tidal river limits. The double-dashed line shows tidal 
areas (brackish water). The Royal Botanic Gardens (Kew) are indicated in green. 

2. Ecosystem Services 
2.1. Recreation, Transport and Water 

Historically, water depth and navigability were maintained for industrial barge 
transport. More recently, the Canal and Rivers Trust (CRT) estimated that on average 
some 246,000 boating enthusiasts visit the canal and river network each week [3]. Wash 
from boats, even small craft, can greatly affect aquatic life, mobilise sediment and damage 
riverbanks. However, boating groups, anglers’ associations and other groups participate 
in maintaining the river and positively influence development and restoration work. The 
upper reaches are monitored for changes to bathymetry and depth for possible dredging 
needs, and dredging is also conducted in the lower reaches and in the estuary. Large silt 
banks have built up in downstream stretches. They change morphology, reduce flow ca-
pacity, and accumulate xenobiotics such as metals that adhere (adsorb) to the particles 
and increase the larval survival in invasive species [4]. The sediment is largely anoxic with 
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aids in the reduction of nitrate and preserves natural revetments (e.g., wood or spiling) 
that would otherwise rapidly degrade. Deposits of nutrients, particularly phosphorus, ac-
cumulate in the mud and can be remobilized through disturbance caused by construction 
work, boat traffic or dredging in the river, but also promote carbon sequestration and 
contaminant uptake through increased vegetation [6,7]. Damage caused by construction 
work is sometimes traded-off against a contribution (funds) towards restoration, but nu-
trient release increases algal growth and aids phosphorous-loving (and excreting) aquatic 
species belonging to the Ponto–Caspian group such as Dreissena polymorpha (Pallas, 1771) 
[8,9]. 
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with a grey border. The red dotted line shows the lower limit of the flood protection system. The green boundary deline-
ates the operational area of the UK Environment Agency at the time (2005). Modified from [1], reproduced with permis-
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Large abstractions are taken upstream of Teddington for agriculture and drinking 
water and major inputs of wastewater occur as sewage treatment effluent. Increasing do-
mestic and industrial water use means that effluent from sewage treatment plants can 
comprise a major component of stream flow downstream of treatment facilities. At times, 
wastewater can even comprise the majority of the river flow. Water abstraction from 
above the tidal area and changes in rainfall with increased intensity of storms have exag-
gerated the extremes in flow regimes with periods of reduced flow, many more ephemeral 
streams and increased flooding. There are several remaining Thames tributaries, which 
provide refuge for fish during times of low oxygen in the main channel, but many have 
been closed off. Large stretches of the banks and islands have been armoured to protect 
against erosion and the river has generally narrowed. Sediment inputs from agricultural 
tilling [10] have created mud banks which decrease the volume of the river basin through 
related algal and silt deposits. Modifications including increased reservoir capacity such 
as the opening of the Wraysbury reservoir in 1970 provide additional stored capacity to 
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2. Ecosystem Services
2.1. Recreation, Transport and Water

Historically, water depth and navigability were maintained for industrial barge trans-
port. More recently, the Canal and Rivers Trust (CRT) estimated that on average some
246,000 boating enthusiasts visit the canal and river network each week [3]. Wash from
boats, even small craft, can greatly affect aquatic life, mobilise sediment and damage
riverbanks. However, boating groups, anglers’ associations and other groups participate
in maintaining the river and positively influence development and restoration work. The
upper reaches are monitored for changes to bathymetry and depth for possible dredging
needs, and dredging is also conducted in the lower reaches and in the estuary. Large
silt banks have built up in downstream stretches. They change morphology, reduce flow
capacity, and accumulate xenobiotics such as metals that adhere (adsorb) to the particles
and increase the larval survival in invasive species [4]. The sediment is largely anoxic with
occasional black, sulphide deposits [5] inhibiting oxygenation by worms or colonization
by plants. However, the lack of oxygen in combination with the increased organic matter
aids in the reduction of nitrate and preserves natural revetments (e.g., wood or spiling)
that would otherwise rapidly degrade. Deposits of nutrients, particularly phosphorus,
accumulate in the mud and can be remobilized through disturbance caused by construction
work, boat traffic or dredging in the river, but also promote carbon sequestration and con-
taminant uptake through increased vegetation [6,7]. Damage caused by construction work
is sometimes traded-off against a contribution (funds) towards restoration, but nutrient
release increases algal growth and aids phosphorous-loving (and excreting) aquatic species
belonging to the Ponto–Caspian group such as Dreissena polymorpha (Pallas, 1771) [8,9].

Large abstractions are taken upstream of Teddington for agriculture and drinking
water and major inputs of wastewater occur as sewage treatment effluent. Increasing
domestic and industrial water use means that effluent from sewage treatment plants can
comprise a major component of stream flow downstream of treatment facilities. At times,
wastewater can even comprise the majority of the river flow. Water abstraction from above
the tidal area and changes in rainfall with increased intensity of storms have exaggerated
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the extremes in flow regimes with periods of reduced flow, many more ephemeral streams
and increased flooding. There are several remaining Thames tributaries, which provide
refuge for fish during times of low oxygen in the main channel, but many have been closed
off. Large stretches of the banks and islands have been armoured to protect against erosion
and the river has generally narrowed. Sediment inputs from agricultural tilling [10] have
created mud banks which decrease the volume of the river basin through related algal and
silt deposits. Modifications including increased reservoir capacity such as the opening of
the Wraysbury reservoir in 1970 provide additional stored capacity to maintain improved
flows during periods of drought [11]. Licensing has been brought in to manage abstractions,
which frequently increase during periods of drought, reducing flows to the point where
they cause stress to the ecosystems [12].

2.2. Fisheries and Ecosystem Decline

Prior to 1800, the river was clean enough to support large populations of many
species [13]. Diadromous species which use the ocean and freshwater at different stages
of their lifecycle including smelt, salmon, eels, sprat and flounder, were caught for food
along the river for centuries. Fishing and fisheries have been an integral part of the Thames
community for several hundred years. Fishing communities lived for generations at several
locations along the river including Kew and Chiswick [14]. The fishery included coarse
fish species which are not typically consumed today such as pike, however, they are still
currently important to anglers. In the past, large quantities of shellfish, starfish and shrimp
were landed from the estuary [15]. Starfish were caught for use as fertiliser on crops. The
river was wider in many places, with extensive gravel banks that once attracted large
spawning aggregations of smelt. In recent times, fishing has been reduced to mainly
recreational angling for coarse species including carp and pike in the river, and some sea
angling in the estuary. Small but important commercial fisheries continue in the estuary
for whelks, cockles and oysters. The modern Thames above Teddington is freshwater
and contains a typical UK species assemblage for a degraded river (Figure 4) including
non-native mussels, fish, invertebrates and invasive aquatic plants [16].
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Water is well oxygenated after passing over the weirs, which causes spikes in satura-
tion in the reaches immediately below and maintaining localised communities of freshwater
species, especially in the area above Richmond, including native unionid mussels and,
more recently, non-native bivalves. However, these primarily freshwater faunae are sensi-
tive to low flows caused by periods of drought and abstractions, which are taken further
upstream. In the past, this has given rise to cyclical declines in many taxa, including
caddisflies, mayflies, unionid mussels, isopods and leeches, as occurred, for example,
during pronounced drought in 1989 and 1990. Some species of fish including eels and
snakehead are able to leave the water to navigate weirs and obstacles. However, barriers
still impede progress both upriver and downriver during migration. Potentially invasive
bivalves including the zebra mussel, which were predicted to increase substantially, have
now declined from this part of the river.

The Teddington weir marks the transition between the purely freshwater and tidal
parts of the river. The lock gates are lowered at high slack water and fish passage through-
out the river has recently been provided at locks and weirs. Downriver from Teddington,
the water has low salinity most of the time, however, this varies with the seasons and flow.
Many freshwater fish including barbel, Barbus barbus (Linnaeus, 1758), and carp, Cypri-
nus carpio (Linnaeus, 1758), are tolerant of brackish water and can thrive in even the lower
reaches. A total of approximately 120 species of fish live in the Thames [3,17,18] but many
are rare, non-native (exotic) or not representative of resident populations (Table 1) [3,18,19].
Less than ~20 pollution tolerant species comprise a majority abundance (Table 2) [20].

Table 1. Non-native fish species recorded from the Thames (complete catchment) 1.

Common Name Species Source Suspected Origin 2

Wel’s catfish Silurus glanis (Linnaeus, 1758) [17] Stocking
Siberian sturgeon Acipenser baerii (Brandt, 1869) [3] Pet trade

Sterlet Acipenser ruthenus (Linnaeus, 1758) [3] Pet trade
Short-snouted seahorse Hippocampus hippocampus (Linnaeus, 1758) [17] Unknown

Bitterling Rhodeus sericeus (Pallas, 1776) [17] Ornamental
Koi carp Cyprinus carpio (Linnaeus, 1758) [3] Ornamental

Grass carp Ctenopharyngodon idella (Valenciennes, 1844) [3] Stocking
Pumpkinseed Lepomis gibbosus (Linnaeus, 1758) [3] Stocking

Sunbleak Leucaspius delineatus (Heckel, 1843) [17] Pet trade
Topmouth gudgeon Pseudorasbora parva (Temminck and Schlegel, 1846) [3] Pet trade

Zander Sander lucioperca (Linnaeus, 1758) [3] Stocking
Goldfish Carassius auratus (Linnaeus, 1758) [17] Aquaculture

Goldfish × carp hybrid [18]
Orfe Leuciscus idus (Linnaeus, 1758) [17] Ornamental

Bream × Orfe hybrid [18]
Rainbow trout Oncorhynchus mykiss (Walbaum, 1792) [17] Stocking

Brook trout Salvelinus fontinalis (Mitchill, 1814) [17] Stocking
Fathead minnow Pimephales promelas (Rafinesque, 1820) [18] Ornamental

Guppy Poecilia reticulata (Peters, 1859) [17] Ornamental
European catfish Silurus glanis (Linnaeus, 1758) [17] Stocking

1 Unusual, exotic species are mentioned from time to time in the media as curiosities when caught by anglers. Many non-native species
originate from imports for food, bait for fishing, and the pet and ornamental fish trade. They are frequently released into surface waters
when they become too big for an aquarium or pond. 2 The explicit means of arrival is not usually known. Additional, cryptic species
probably exist in the river, however, most are unlikely to sustain reproducing populations.
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Table 2. Principal fish species in the tidal Thames, from [20].

Common Name Species

European smelt Osmerus eperlanus (Linnaeus, 1758)
European eel Anguilla anguilla (Linnaeus, 1758)

Common dace Leuciscus leuciscus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Common goby Pomatoschistus microps (Krøyer, 1838)

Dover sole Solea solea (Linnaeus, 1758)
European seabass Dicentrarchus labrax (Linnaeus, 1758)

European sprat Sprattus sprattus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Flounder Platichthys flesus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Herring Clupea harengus (Linnaeus, 1758)

Stickleback Gasterosteus aculeatus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Pouting Trisopterus luscus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Roach Rutilus rutilus (Linnaeus, 1758)

Sand goby Pomatoschistus minutus (Pallas, 1770)
Whiting Merlangus merlangus (Linnaeus, 1758)

The tidal Thames supports a variety of migratory and non-native birds (swans, ducks,
geese and other wildfowl) and a variety of fish (flounder, bass and mullet to name a few)
as well as invertebrates and molluscs, including freshwater snails and bivalves. Aquatic
mammals such as seals and dolphins mainly use the estuary but will on occasion come
upriver as far as Teddington. In addition, there are a variety of other mammals including
foxes, water voles, cats and rats. Recent increases in mammal populations in the Thames
estuary do not necessarily translate to improved health of the river but may be due to
other causes including behavioural changes as marine mammal colonies are known to
relocate for reasons including seeking refuge from disturbance. Certainly, bioaccumulation
of toxins in fish can be expected to have profound effects on animals higher up the food
web, especially as it has been shown that increases in particulate matter in water can
increase uptake of toxic chemicals [21]. Sea grass occurs off the Essex coast but is under
increasing pressure, especially from sediment [22]. Native and non-native molluscs occur
in the estuary, and the most abundant is the invasive slipper limpet, Crepidula fornicata
(Linnaeus, 1758). Despite recent declines, there are surviving fisheries for the native oyster,
Ostrea edulis (Linnaeus, 1758), the imported American oyster, Crassostrea gigas (Thunberg,
1793), as well as the endemic cockle, Cerastoderma edule (Linnaeus, 1758), and whelks.

3. Pollution

The combined sewer network disposes of domestic and industrial waste as well
as urban drainage and can release raw sewage, with added hydrogen peroxide, to the
river, particularly during periods of heavy rain or flooding due to limited capacity [21].
Historical levels of 150 million tonnes a year were discharged in the 1850s. Around
40 million tonnes were still being released to the river in 2011 but recent improvements
have reduced this to 18 million tonnes, the majority entering the river higher in the tidal
reaches at the Hammersmith, Lots Road and Western Pumping stations [17,23,24]. In
the London area, many tributaries have been lost and built over, with some assimilated
into the sewer system [25]. Nutrient inputs from farming and livestock stimulate algal
growth and related bacterial and viral communities [26]. These amplify greenhouse gases
released by the river and promote growth and pathogenicity in microbial communities.
Microbial assemblages are affected by antibiotics released in effluent from sewage treatment
works [27,28]. Antibiotics may also trigger toxin release in Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs)
by initiating lysis, causing a cascading reaction throughout the bloom in response to
the presence of cyanotoxin in the water [29–31]. Oxygen depletion occurs in the lower
reaches of rivers due to bacterial respiration associated with the consumption of organic
material and the subsequent senescence and decomposition. Tidal areas of the river
Thames are affected by oxygen depletion, partially because of the periodic sewage release
(Figure 5, Supplementary Figure S1) [32] and algal growth stimulated by an excess of
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nutrients, especially at the mouth of the estuary, which is a common and increasing feature
of many rivers [33,34]. Other pollutants enter the water from historic (unlined) landfills
(Figure 6, Supplementary Figure S1) [35,36], which become grossly exposed when subjected
to increasing erosion [36].
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Rainfall can more than double flows in the sewer network, which is connected to
the river at multiple locations through outfalls. In some Thames tributaries, such as the
river Lee, flows are greatly reduced due to water abstractions for agriculture and drinking
water. Downstream of these locations, especially at times of low flow, the river can be
over 40% effluent. Sewage treatment does not remove all pollutants from water. Some
pharmaceuticals, which are specifically designed to be effective at a low dose, including
psychotropic drugs, many hormones, antibiotics, pain killers and antidepressants remain
in the effluent [31,37,38]. Many are known to have detrimental effects on aquatic ani-
mals [39,40] and can degrade to potentially more harmful transformation products through
biotic and abiotic processes [41,42]. After treatment, wastewater and its associated sludge
is frequently reused for crop irrigation and fertilisation, which allows contaminants to
circulate and further accumulate in the environment. In a recent study, sediment samples
collected from multiple locations in the tidal Thames revealed contamination from persis-
tent organic pollutants such as PCBs and heavy metals [43]. Soil samples taken from an
island in the river showed increasing contaminant concentrations from a 20 cm to 40 cm
depth, which is suggestive of accumulation in riverbanks and other areas subjected to
flooding (Supplementary Figures S2 and S3, Supplementary Table S1). Similar findings
have been reported elsewhere [44].
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the red and yellow areas are historic landfills that are leaching contaminants. Landfills are also vulnerable to subsidence
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Generic License.

The Thames, as well as other rivers, now contain large quantities of nano-plastics,
micro-fibres and other micro-plastics which cannot feasibly be removed but aggregate with
biogenic particles and eventually settle into the sediment [45] or are flushed into the ocean.
However, these are continually replenished by others through aerial deposition as well as
run-off from the land and roads [46,47]. Materials released into the river, including rubbish
and sewage, especially in the upper regions of the tidal Thames, do not completely flush
but move back and forth with the tides and may take several weeks or even months to
leave the estuary during times of low flow [48]. Most of the organic material decomposes
within a few days, but fats take much longer. ‘Fatbergs’, solid masses of combined fats
and other waste including synthetic (plastic) ‘wet-wipes’, can form hard accretions in
sewers several hundred metres long and harbour toxic chemicals and antibiotic-resistant
pathogens, which can be released directly into the river through outfalls [28,49].

In the early 19th century, the Thames was used as an open sewer. The fast growth of
the London population led to major increases in the amount of sewage discharged to the
Thames and tributaries, severely reducing the oxygen content of the water. A campaign
to improve public health led to the opening of the London sewer system in 1870, which
improved the situation. However, the system became overwhelmed again in the first half of
the 20th century and stretches of the tidal Thames turned anoxic with widespread hypoxia,
resulting in a major depletion of aquatic life. Prior to upgrades of the sewer network in
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the 20th century, the river was declared ‘biologically dead’. Between the early 1960′s and
late 1970′s, the river began to recover from severe pollution, and much was made of the
return of many North Sea coastal fish species to the Thames, especially salmon [50,51]. This
reflected contemporary ideas regarding the reversible nature of environmental degradation
and the belief that the river could be returned to pristine conditions one species at a time
with technical improvements of the system. The return of fish to the river was described as
a ‘recovery’, but changes following previous improvements to the London sewage system
were not measured and comprehensive before and after data were not collected [5].

4. Biodiversity Loss

Many native species of all taxa are in decline and local extinction may be inevitable
for populations of native mussels, salmonids (smelt, trout and salmon), several plants,
gastropods and some types of river flies. Continuing occurrence does not necessarily mean
that there is potential to recover species. Population decline beyond a certain minimum
level of genetic diversity might take decades to reverse. Deteriorating environmental con-
ditions and extremes of weather further impede recovery and could make it unattainable.
For example, fluctuation in eel populations is a typical indicator of population decline
in species with high reproductive capacity [52]. This, as well as the precipitous declines
in river flies [53] and the continuing decline in native mussels [54,55], is to be expected
and provide typical examples of the urban river syndrome. Biodiversity loss can occur
through the extinction of an individual species but also through the chronic decline in the
abundance of subpopulations. Species are not generally highly localized except perhaps
for the smelt spawning grounds at Kew, and unionid mussels at Richmond; other species
such as cockles and flounder occur in large numbers. Whilst being isolated in different
local habitats at different times of year and varying stages of their lifecycle, many species
manage to survive the occasional serious pollution events and escape mass die-offs.

5. Non-Native Species

The Thames is home to an increasing number of non-native species [56] including a
Ponto–Caspian assemblage and elements of American and Asian freshwater assemblages.
Around 100 have been recorded from the Thames [57] and there will certainly be more
cryptic species that have gone undetected. Potentially, many more non-native plants and
animals occur on land and in gardens within the catchment area as the ecosystem adapts to
environmental change. The Thames has been described as one of the most highly invaded
rivers in the world [57].

Range shifts due to climate change have been underway for at least several decades [58].
Species such as the spotted bass, native to North Africa, are now established in the es-
tuary. Understanding how non-native species can make communities more resilient (in
addition to the problems they may cause) is increasingly important. Deliberate introduc-
tions, frequently through oversight, but mainly on purpose, compose a significant part of
ecosystems worldwide. There are many examples in the literature regarding deliberate
introductions for conservation (assisted migration) or pest control purposes [59–62].

Food webs and other interactions are changing but need to be investigated as well.
The populations of European-wide invasive species are typically seen to decline after
varying periods of time (some in the short-term, others require a longer period of perhaps
several years) to reduced levels following the initial population eruptions [63]. This may be
due to integration with local food webs and acclimatisation to predators, disease and other
factors constraining population size. However, short-term responses may be unhelpful
in the long-term management of non-native species since it is a form of disturbance and
can therefore provide additional opportunities for future colonisation, e.g., through the
provision of additional habitat or ecological niche.

Pollution and reductions in oxygen saturation may have aided pollution-tolerant
species from a competitive perspective, especially if they are air breathing or able to
temporarily leave the water to avoid oxygen depleted areas of the river. These include
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the Chinese mitten crab, Eriocheir sinensis (H.Milne Edwards, 1853), eels Anguilla anguilla
(Linnaeus, 1758), potential future colonisers including the walking catfish, Clarias batrachus
(Linnaeus, 1758), already recorded in the Thames, and perhaps the Chinese river mussel,
Sinanodonta woodiana (I.Lea, 1834), which is more pollution tolerant than the native unionid
species. Some crabs including Eriocheir sinensis (H. Milne Edwards, 1853) are also known
to have a high tolerance for ammonia possibly providing an advantage in water polluted
by sewage [64].

Following disturbance due to climate or land use change, non-native species are
sometimes better adapted, whereas native species may take long periods to recover if
they do at all. The simplification of communities through declines in abundance and
diversity means that non-native species sometimes increase biodiversity, and this has
created conflicts between ecologists who wish to restore indigenous communities and those
more interested in increasing biodiversity generally [65,66]. It is typical for an invasive
species to acclimatise to local conditions through integration with food webs and adaptation
to local climate, pathogens, predators and competition. This process may in turn include
the alteration of the environment by the organism in terms of increased nutrient availability.
The quagga mussel, Dreissena bugensis (Andrusov, 1897), for example, occurs in dense beds
which increase phosphorous content of the water, which, when combined with changes to
habitat caused by the establishment of large colonies, is believed to assist in the settlement
of additional members of the Ponto–Caspian assemblage [67]. Shells of the American
slipper Limpet, Crepidula fornicata (Linnaeus, 1758), form banks in the Thames Estuary.
They produce copious amounts of pseudo-faeces which smother native oysters, transform
the substrate, and enrich the nitrogen content of the water column [68]. Their reproductive
cycle, as with the Chinese mitten crab, involves long residence times for larvae in the
estuary, meaning that population dynamics are similarly regulated by phenology, nutrient
levels, particulates (which increase larval survival), temperature and flows.

Reporting on invasive and non-native species populations is highly variable. For
example, considerable attention has been paid to species that are invasive elsewhere such
as the Chinese mitten crab and Dreissenid mussels [67], but relatively little consideration
has been given to the vast slipper limpet population in the estuary. With hindsight, perhaps
a disproportionate emphasis has been placed on charismatic species such as salmon and
smelt and to the conservation of the slow-growing native unionid mussels, with monitoring
of their limited return to the Thames following engineering work to improve the sewer
system beginning in the 1950′s [69]. These anomalies probably related to factors other than
a comprehensive prioritisation strategy.

6. Past Surveys, Current Management, Sampling and Assessments

A programme of sampling species collected from cooling water intakes at London
power stations (e.g., Lots Road, Brunswick Wharf, Blackwall Point) was initiated in the
second half of the 20th century in cooperation with the Central Electricity Generating
Board [15,70]. This followed major improvements to environmental conditions following
the second period of restoration of the London sewer system in the 1960’s. However,
monitoring in the tidal Thames has been somewhat sporadic. Some work has been carried
out by the Environment Agency, various ecological contractors, the Zoological Society
London (ZSL) and others who have conducted monitoring of juvenile fish as well as certain
historically important fish species including smelt, and used traps located in the river to
assess eels. On occasion, seine netting is conducted in the river but there is no complete,
long-term dataset and continuing work remains patchy. Since 1974, starting initially at
West Thurrock Power Station, the water intake and, on occasion, outfall resting tank from
cooling water systems at power stations in the Thames have been used for semi-quantitative
assessment of aquatic species populations [5,71]. Water from a sub-tidal collection point in
the river is passed through a screen filter before entering the station and items are collected
in a pit. Since the rate of water intake is known, sampling for a specified period provides
an indication of the abundance of animals in the immediate vicinity of the intake in terms
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of animals per litre. This system is convenient but has been problematic because operators
were not trained to correctly identify to the species level. The location of the intakes is
subject to bias attributable to attraction to warm water effluent from the power station
(particularly when using condensers in the past), as well as migratory patterns which
can cause animals to form spawning aggregations or accumulate as they converge from
tributaries and progress downstream. In addition, larger animals are able to escape being
sucked in at the intake and this was confirmed using trawls that illustrated that the number
of larger fish were being underestimated [5].

The ZSL surveys benthic species from time to time at a location approximately 11 km
upriver from Chiswick [51,52] and does have conservation programmes in place for certain
species in the Thames including eels, smelt and seals. Notwithstanding this, the inherent
value of the river within the overall context of London as well as the associated biota
should merit a progressive and systematic monitoring programme conducted to the highest
standards as one component of a comprehensive adaptation plan.

7. Remediation, Restoration and Monitoring

The Tideway project includes the expansion of the Beckton sewage treatment plant
(downstream of the Thames Barrier), currently the largest sewage treatment plant in Europe.
Increases in effluent may create problems in the estuary since not all harmful chemicals
(including pharmaceuticals) or plastics are removed in the processing of sewage, and there
may be challenges in the disposal of increased volumes of sludge (biosolids) produced
by the treatment process. At the current time, biosolids from Beckton are recycled and
used as fertilizer, although some waste is incinerated and disposed of as ash. Sludge
contains nano and micro-plastics as well as pharmaceuticals [44,72,73], drug residues and
other chemicals which can be blown or washed into the river as run-off from fields and
landfills. The new Tideway Tunnel system will reduce sewage and effluent releases into
the upper tidal Thames with most effluent entering the river closer to the estuary at Beckon.
However, complete flushing will still be dependent on the tides, and some releases in the
upper reaches will continue, especially during storms. These major changes to nutrient
and run-off pollution, with a general shift from London down river towards the estuary
will affect diverse elements of the ecosystem in both positive and negative ways providing
an opportunity for a Before-After-Control-Impact (BACI) survey. Some species such as
the non-native Asiatic clam will benefit from cleaner water but might also be affected by
reduced nutrients and associated algal content. This will be the third major technological
improvement to the Thames and the London sewer system after the 1850–1900 and the
1950–1980 sensitisation improvements [15]. However, it is now well understood that purely
engineered solutions, while they may be robust, are not resilient but rather brittle and
prone to failure. The Tideway project should improve dissolved oxygen levels within
the upper tidal reaches. That will aide juvenile fish and fish species with higher oxygen
requirements such as salmonids (salmon, smelt and shad), eels and to a lesser extent coarse
species including pike, dace and zander (an introduced species), which are predominantly
freshwater but do also occur in the upper reaches of the tidal part of the river. However, as
with previous improvements, such changes could increase the receptiveness of the Thames
ecosystem and open the door to further non-native species. The system can also respond
in unexpected ways and it may be that established non-native or endemic species could
become invasive and their numbers increase greatly. The pressures that will result, for
example, dissolved oxygen increase and organic matter reductions, work selectively by
boosting or inhibiting individual species through a complex interaction of effects. The
Chinese mitten crab, for example, might be negatively affected by the reduction of nutrients
and as a consequence, of the algae on which the crabs primarily feed.

There have been large population fluctuations within the tidal area and significant
change is underway as estuarine species shift. However, a comprehensive Thames monitor-
ing plan is missing. This would appear out of sync with regards to the Tideway project, for
which a BACI survey would no doubt be very useful in assessing its effects on the ecology
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of the river. The absence of consistent monitoring practices is a surprising feature of the re-
cent history of the Thames given the cost of improvement projects, long-term conservation
work and the associated conservation areas. In fact, the general condition of the river and
foreshore fall well below that of the surrounding areas, indicating that restoration, monitor-
ing and stewardship within the overall context of the immediate neighbourhood have been
disproportionately low. Sampling was initiated as a means of evaluating improvements
resulting from modifications to the sewer system in the middle of the 20th century [5].
However, it was not part of a formal monitoring protocol and important information on
the recovery of the river was lost, including data regarding the return of parasites [74].

8. Conclusions

Two major cycles of drastic deterioration of the Thames ecosystem and depletion of
aquatic life, followed by technology-driven restorations over the last two centuries brought
about strong ecosystem disturbances. Under the continuous pressure of anthropogenic
impact, replacement of the Thames ecosystem rather than recovery becomes the most
likely outcome. The Thames is home to an increasing number of non-native species,
including pollution-tolerant species, whilst many native species undergo a continuing
process of decline and extinction. Before engaging in the wholesale destruction of non-
native species (at significant cost) it is increasingly important to understand the possible
future state of the ecosystem, especially given that once a species is lost it cannot be
retrieved. Therefore, it is possible to damage future ecosystems through the arbitrary
destruction of well adapted, non-native species as they respond to climate change and
migrate to more suitable environmental conditions. Species persistence must also be
viewed from within the context of ecosystem restoration. The ecology has changed and
cannot be expected to revert to its previous condition as most of the changes are irreversible.
For example, even brief periods of reduced oxygen levels in the ocean and coastal waters
can have lasting effects on behaviour and reproduction through epigenetic effects on the
current and future generations [75]. However, even in relatively undisturbed environments,
restoration has not resulted in a return to prior pristine condition [76]. In recognition of
these issues, some restoration practitioners in the field of woodlands have been working to
develop a future-proof ecosystem using species that are not endemic, i.e., using transplants,
while others have considered more heat-tolerant engineered organisms. Such self-assembly
is already underway with many non-native species successfully integrating to existing
ecosystems, particularly in the oceans [77,78].

A more holistic view of restoration should be adopted with the emphasis on im-
proving resilience and aiding adaptation of the complete socio-techno-ecological system,
including anthropogenic impacts. The adaptive capacities of these ecosystems must be
maintained by preserving a balance among heterogeneity, modularity and redundancy,
tightening feedback loops to provide incentives for sound stewardship. Similar issues
relate to flood and coastal defences, which must be developed as part of a complete socio-
technical solution [79]. It has therefore become increasingly important to collect data on
species abundance within comprehensive monitoring programmes. The use of ‘citizen
science’ and crowdsourcing has been largely insufficient and a larger, higher quality ef-
fort is required. It should be centred around organisations which embody high levels of
expertise such as the National Biodiversity Network (NBN) and universities. In the case
of the Thames, this means regular surveys and sampling with integration between other
monitoring programmes around the country. Intelligent monitoring of species that may
cause population eruptions, such as the Chinese mitten crab, especially following years of
low flow, can provide an early warning of potential pest outbreaks in accordance with the
governments’ strategy around ‘sleeper species’ [80].

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/su13116045/s1, Figure S1: Relative positions of each of the maps shown in Figures 2, 3, 5 and 6
of the manuscript; Figure S2: Supplemental information on contaminants (Persistent Organic Pollu-
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tant (PCB)); Figure S3: Supplemental information on contaminants (single cores); Table S1: Supple-
mental information on contaminants (Mean pollutant concentrations).
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