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The Thames is London’s historic highway, yet it is virtually invisible when looking 

at London’s transport network. A combination of bureaucratic inertia and lack of 

leadership have combined to prevent those who care about the river being able to 

offer the sort of services it could provide.

 

Several small changes could make a massive difference. This report outlines how 

integration into the rest of the network combined with a fairly small investment in 

upgrading key piers in Central London could unleash the full potential of the river. 

Even at a conservative estimate, there could be four times as many journeys on the 

Thames in the next decades than now, and possibly more.
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Executive Summary

TheThames is London’s historic highway yet it is invisible on the transport canvas
of London. Transport for London has even taken it off the standard Tube map,
although we are delighted that it will return in the next edition of the map.1 The
river promises an exciting new transport network for Londoners, at a fraction of
the normal cost for infrastructure projects, but needs sustained political leader-
ship to make it happen.

This report argues that we can make much more of the river for very little cost,
producing a new, integrated and expanded service which will offer a great new option
for many of London’s commuters.The river is a core part of London’s identity yet it
is cut off from its transport network.This report sets out how to correct this.

By upgrading and extending Central London piers, using the planning process
to deliver new piers in Docklands and the Thames Gateway, and establishing air
traffic control style-management of the river (see p27) the infrastructure for
successful river services can be established. This will enable the sort of service
London deserves: ten-minute services departing from well-managed and organ-
ised piers, stretching from Putney in the West to Erith in the East via Central
London and Canary Wharf.

The key to making it all happen is integration with the rest of the network,
which has the potential to unlock suppressed demand and make the service finan-
cially viable with little or no increase in the current small subsidy.While it would
remain a premium service, bringing it within TfL’s system makes it much more
attractive than when operating on a standalone basis.

This report has at its heart a robust demand study to establish that this is more
than just a dream: 12 million journeys a year on the river can be achieved by
2026 if our proposals are enacted, an increase of 287.1% above the projected
number of journeys in 2009. The river services at present receive very little
subsidy compared with other modes of transport, yet have significant benefits for
people living and working near the river. The business case projects that this is
commercially viable, with the right framework – integration with the rest of the
network is crucial to unlocking the river’s potential.

River services have the potential to add a new element to London’s transport
system at very little cost. In fact, for the costs of upgrading the Central London
piers, far more private than public sector investment will be leveraged in the form
of new boats and outer London piers. For relatively little outlay in terms of
subsidy and capital expenditure significant private investment will deliver an
outstanding service. Spending £15-30 million on upgrading piers will produce
absolutely first-class facilities for an expanding service, while subsidy equivalent
to that enjoyed by buses and DLR would cost a maximum of £4 million per
annum once the service has grown to its predicted maximum, and an average of
£3 million per annum over the next 17 years.2
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Figure ES1: The river integrated into the transport network



By dramatically improving public transport on the River Thames our proposals
would aid the regeneration of East London. Some of London’s most deprived
districts would be linked with Canary Wharf and the City by a stylish, frequent
and reliable service.

River services are one of the most accessible public transport services in
London, rivalled only by the Docklands Light Railway (DLR). The quality of life
benefits stem from the same source – the space, fresh air and, due to safety regu-
lations, guaranteed seat (or wheelchair space) which make river services so
attractive. By introducing demanding emissions standards on boats bought in the
proposed expansion of services and integrating the service, river transport could
become a much lower carbon form of transport than the alternatives.

The river is underused by people at present. This report sets out how, with
sufficient political leadership and integration, public transport on the river can
flourish – as it does in Brisbane and Hamburg.

To enhance public transport and realise the potential of the River Thames as an
important transport route, the following recommendations should be adopted:

1. TfL must take leadership and ownership of river services – By appointing a
board member to be responsible for delivering river services, and strengthening the
under-resourced executive team,TfL can be positioned to take a more strategic in-
terest in developing river services.

2.TaskTfL with air traffic control-style traffic management – At present piers are
congested, tourist and transport boats impede each other and there is minimal en-
forcement of timetables.With ownership and leadership of river service planning
and procurement,TfL can manage the traffic flexibly to minimise delays and dis-
ruption, giving priority to different services over peak times throughout the day.

3.Ticket integration – By bringing the river services within TfL’s ticketing struc-
ture the river service will become to be seen as one more part of the transport net-
work. This includes season tickets, full Oyster and Travelcards. Much better
enforcement – on boats and at piers – is needed to clamp down on fare evasion.

4. All strategic Central London piers should be managed and ideally owned by
TfL – At present pier ownership is split between a variety of private and public
bodies. In the core Central London areaTfL should seek to buy all strategic piers in
order to integrate pier ownership and traffic management;TfL should manage those
key piers it cannot buy.
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Table ES1: Approximate subsidy levels for different modes of
transport

Service Subsidy per passenger

Bus 33p
Tube 56p
DLR 33p
River – Thames Clippers 14p
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5. Key piers should be upgraded and extended – Some piers are in serious need
of expanding or upgrading to facilitate simultaneous embarkation and disem-
barkation, improve the passenger experience or enable more boats to dock. In the
central area development of these piers should be led by TfL, which should con-
sider the business case for spending £15-30 million pounds upgrading strategic
piers to enable a better service.Appropriate maximum docking times for different
services should be imposed and enforced once the piers have been upgraded to
allow for faster turnaround.

6. New piers should be developed as residential and commercial development
occurs – New piers should be a key part of the development of the Thames Gate-
way and western riverside. Some areas already have sufficient population to justify
a pier; some will have in the near future. Private developers should be required to
build these in the planning process.

7. Signage to and from piers should be a priority – Many piers are almost invis-
ible. Better signage, comparable to that for Underground stations, should be in-
troduced at and around each pier.

8. There needs to be strategic planning of river services – At present piers and
routes develop ad hoc. Given the significant growth expected over the coming
decades, in particular in Docklands and the Thames Gateway, a more strategic ap-
proach to route planning is needed to ensure that the necessary infrastructure, traf-
fic management and management capacity at London River Services (LRS) are in
place when needed.

9. The river service should be designed to be as accessible as possible – Boats
and piers are already more accessible for wheelchair users and other people with
limited mobility than most London’s public transport network, and this should be
explicitly prioritised in the pier upgrade programme.

10. Piers should be designed or upgraded to maximise interchange with other
transport modes – In addition to better information and signage, links to bus in-
terchange, cycle parking, public cycle hire and pedestrian routes should be con-
sidered. These links should be used to extend the range of the piers to as many
homes and places of employment as possible. More publicity should be given to
the range of destinations in central London which are within a 15-minute walk of
pier locations. Park-and-ride options in East London should also be explored.

11.Where necessary the service should be subsidised – Subsidy is one part of the
combination of measures needed to expand services. Creative, targeted use of sub-
sidy should be used to help grow river services. The river currently receives sig-
nificantly less subsidy than other modes of transport in London. TfL should be
prepared to use small levels of subsidy to drive better use of the river.

12.The speed limit should be reviewed – The speed limit west of Tower Bridge
should be reviewed with the aim, among others, of delivering a viable transport
service. Better traffic management, and improved safety techniques and schedul-



ing should all be considered so that faster journey times are possible for commuters
in the morning rush hour. A code of practice for leisure users of the river should
also be prepared. New boats should be designed to minimise wash, reducing the
impact on other river users.

13. Emissions standards of new boats should rise over time – with expansion of
river services comes the possibility of improving environmental performance. By
stipulating a rising emissions standard for boats, the service can expand and be-
come greener over time.
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Introduction
Andrew Gilligan and Robert McIlveen

‘But Lord!What a sad time it is to see no boats on the river’
Samuel Pepys

London’s Historic Highway
Through the heart of London, free of all the normal hold-ups, runs a broad high-
way used to a fraction of its potential. In just a few years, and for £15-30 million
investment of public money, we can create a new waterborne line on theTube map,
with a frequent service from Putney to the Thames Gateway.

This would be no ordinary service. It would never be stopped by traffic or points
failures. It would bring new links to places badly served by the transport system and
much-needed relief to the whole network. It would grow and adapt with the city it
serves. It would seize the imagination and raise spirits. Hundreds of thousands of

Londoners would be liberated from their
subterranean tunnels, travelling instead
with the wind in their hair and the
matchless spectacle of the world’s great-
est city before their eyes.

The Thames is London’s historic
highway, yet it is strangely forgotten in this role today. The Tube map tells you
where some of the piers are, but not where you can go to from them or what sort
of service you will find. In their immediate vicinity piers have a low profile; many
people are unaware that such a service exists on their doorstep.

The river’s role is remembered when the rest of the transport network freezes
– such as with the snow in February 2009 or on 7th July 2005. On these occa-
sions, boats offered a crucial service to get people home safely. For special events
the river is simply the most spectacular way to travel through London. Just imag-
ine the Olympic torch sailing past Central London’s iconic waterfront on its way
to Stratford in 2012.

The river is part of London’s identity, yet its transport role has been hidden
away. Integrating river services into both the ticketing structure and the Tube map
will reveal to Londoners and visitors alike the possibilities the river has to offer
(Figure 1).

This report shows the way to making the most of the Thames. River transport
suffers from a lack of leadership, confused administrative arrangements and, critically,
indifference from institutions which could make a difference. By taking a strategic
lead, the mayor could push through a much more integrated service, serving more
of London and relieving some of the worst pinch-points in the rest of the network.
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Figure 1: River services integrated into the Tube map



A Solid Foundation for River Services
This report is not just one of iconic visions. Too often, the river has been seen as a
playground rather than a serious part of the transport network. The robust demand
study in Chapter 4 demonstrates the potential for river services to carry at least 12
million passengers a year by 2026, providing a firm base for expanding services.
The business case we have put together in Chapter 5 shows how minor public ex-
penditure can leverage significant private investment and provide a really special
service at much lower cost than other new transport projects in London. 

Flexible route designs and a thorough, strategic understanding of how to
upgrade and extend piers, manage traffic and expand the service are clear steps to
unleashing the potential of the river. Strategic investment by TfL in the crucial
Central London piers can be used to encourage the privately financed develop-
ment of piers in the outer reaches of the Thames. International comparisons are
vital – cities such as Brisbane and Hamburg have shown how river services can
become a normal part of an integrated transport system rather than a day-trip
option. 

The politics of the river are bound up with the politics of London. Steve Norris
writes a chapter discussing both the unique nature of London’s government and
how the Thames has long been an issue for transport in the capital. The need for
strategic leadership to drive through river services is vital to their success; the
elected mayor is uniquely placed to deliver it.

Attractions of the River
The main attractions of river services are obvious. For those living within reason-
able distance of a pier, commuting in the fresh air rather than a crowded Tube train
is very appealing. New and existing piers give easy access to Central London, mak-
ing the river an attractive option for commuting (Figure 2). If river services can de-
liver frequency, reliability and reasonable fares, there is a large potential market. The
advantages of river boats over other modes of travel lie not just in pleasantness,
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Figure 2: A 15-minute walk from Central London piers



but also in the very low cost of infrastructure:  a new pier costs £1-5 million com-
pared to £150 million for merely upgrading Bond Street Tube station.3 It is clear
that significant improvements can be made on the river at very low cost. Flexibil-
ity is another major benefit of river services – routes can develop with demand
rather than being tied to existing infrastructure. 

There are other attractions which are less obvious. Accessibility is a key advan-
tage; boats comprehensively beat the Underground for wheelchair access and,
with less constraint on space, are more accommodating than bus or overground
services. Because safety rules demand that every passenger must have a seat, the
boats are much more spacious and accessible – passengers with small children or
those with limited mobility will find the boats a much easier way to travel than
battling crowds on the Tube or bus.

There are potential environmental benefits from expanding river services.
For those who drive river services will be much more attractive than other
already crowded options and may even persuade them to shift from private
cars where the routes are suitable. Stringent emissions standards for new boats
built for expanding services could lead the greening of London’s transport
network. 

London’s economy would also benefit. The city’s transport infrastructure is a
significant negative factor for many businesses, and a high-quality, integrated and
reliable river service offers a way to overcome some of the deficiencies in the road
network and public transport. The CBI has found that 61% of businesses think
London’s road network is getting worse, with a resulting decline in London’s
attractiveness for investment.4 The service would particularly benefit Canary
Wharf, while also relieving pinch-points such as Putney. It would also boost the
regeneration of East London’s riverside districts, both economically and in the
quality of life they enjoy.

Opportunity Now
The history of failed attempts to develop London river transport compares poorly
with the thriving services on other urban rivers around the world. But now is a
uniquely propitious moment for London’s river. New riverside development –
above all, Canary Wharf and North Greenwich – means that there is, for the first
time, the critical mass to sustain an effective service. 

As more and more jobs are based in areas that currently have relatively poor
connections with Central London, new services will be needed. River services are
very well suited to supply the demand because those developing areas are in many
cases close to the river. These services will link in with Crossrail, providing better
access to the Thames Gateway from the west than ever before. A fast connection
to Canary Wharf will be a powerful tool for economic development in parts of
East London.

The Olympics provide a crucial part of the backdrop to this project. The millen-
nium was the first great stimulus to river services and its immovable deadline
forced the pace. The franchise was awarded to one company which then had the
security to invest in expanding its operation. The Olympics should provide the
deadline to upgrade the key piers and organise river services more efficiently and
rationally.
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4 “Businesses warn London must

keep up with global rivals”, CBI

press release, 2008;
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Surmounting Opposition
The public authorities which could enable river services to thrive have, for various
reasons, not done so. The Port of London Authority (PLA) has responsibility for
safety throughout the river, as well as owning some piers. It is not in a position to
encourage the maximum economic use of the river, especially given its much more
significant freight interests downstream.

Transport for London (TfL) is responsible for London’s transport, so is the key
agency for delivering integrated river services. Yet it lacks interest in the river,
considers it an uneconomic and unimportant transport option, continuing to
concentrate on what it regards as more important modes. It has even gone so far
as to remove the river from its standard Tube map before being instructed by the
mayor to restore it. 

TfL’s wholly owned subsidiary, London River Services (LRS), is under-
resourced and understaffed, and often has its focus diverted onto tourist and
charter services to the detriment of public transport. To achieve the level of river
services London deserves, TfL must be much more engaged.

Most of the practical arguments deployed against using the river – tides, envi-
ronment, journey times and boat capacity are weak. The only real practical
barriers – pier capacity, congestion, marketing and ticketing – are minor and
easily dealt with. The economic case for improving public transport on the
Thames is robust. Enhanced river services could also serve a diverse range of
London’s neighbourhoods, from the business centres of Canary Wharf and the
City to parts of East London in need of regeneration.

The true problems are political, not practical. Until the announcement of the
Thames Concordat by the mayor in April 2009, there was an almost total lack of
co-ordination and leadership on the river. Transport on the Thames should be
viewed as an ordinary part of the transport network. The Thames is London’s
ancient highway and has the potential to add a highly valued and attractive serv-
ice for great swathes of the city. It should not be held back by bureaucratic
indifference or corporate inertia.

As ever, the key to delivering this service is to get the framework right. Sorting
out pier ownership and management, delivering effective scheduling of Central
London piers and integrating river transport with the rest of London’s public
transport network will all come together to restore the Thames to its position as
London’s principal highway.
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1 
The Potential of River Services –
and the Barriers
Andrew Gilligan 

Experiencing the rush-hour journey on Thames Clippers’ catamaran from
Greenwich to Waterloo reveals most of what you need to know about the river’s
future potential and present problems. 

The traffic in Greenwich town centre is inching round the one-way system. The
Docklands Light Railway is running well, but is horribly overcrowded. The over-
ground train does all right until it nears London Bridge – then has to wait ten
minutes, creeping from signal to signal, for a platform to come free. As our boat
charges upstream at 30 knots (35mph), we are almost certainly the fastest thing
within a five-mile radius. 

At this time of day, and on this part of the river, it is striking how much space
there is on the Thames, and how little of it is used. This is a highway around 900ft
wide – broader than most of the M25 – but from which commercial traffic has
almost vanished. There is just one major goods user left on the river:  barges
carrying waste from Wandsworth to a landfill site near Tilbury, two to three times
a day. 

On the open rear deck of the Cyclone, two newcomers to the service are grin-
ning to themselves at the sudden surge of speed and the glorious, if rapidly
receding, views of the Royal Naval College. Inside, the more seasoned passengers
have settled down with their laptops. The trains may be a crush of bodies, but on
the river safety rules ensure everyone a seat. There is a small bar and buffet, and
drained commuters can even get a massage on the way home. 

On its first day, 24th May 1999, Thames Clippers operated one boat and
carried 81 passengers. Now its service runs every 20 minutes during the day
and half-hourly all evening until midnight on a route between Central London,
Canary Wharf, Greenwich and the O2 arena, with peak extensions to Woolwich;
its average daily passenger load is around 7,500. With virtually no public
subsidy, the river boat has already become the fastest growing form of transport
in London. 

“Even the current service is 3,000% better than anything else,” says Rob
Williams, a nuclear medicine technologist from Woolwich, who uses the riverbus
every day to reach his job at St Thomas’ Hospital. “I once actually used it to bring
an emergency patient to the hospital, because it was the quickest way. A special
ambulance would have taken hours.” 
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But the main argument for expanding the riverbus is not that it would make
commuters’ lives nicer. That is merely a pleasant by-product. The true value of the
river is that it represents the quickest, cheapest and easiest way of addressing
some of London’s most serious transport challenges. 
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The Mayor’s Strategy for the River

Anyone who has ever stopped on a bridge or gazed out of a window at the River Thames will

have experienced a sense of immense serenity but also a great opportunity. The opportunity

to showcase London to visitors, to relieve pinch-points on our transport system, and to

provide a commu3ng experience second to none, not only in this city, but in any city in the

world. The Mayor has felt these emo3ons too and has clearly defined what he would like to

see. The river to become an integral, well used, increasingly vibrant as well as a pleasant

part of our transport system, and this priority is enshrined in his dra$ Transport Strategy. 

River travel can rightly be roman3cised – a comfortable seat, space to walk around your

vessel and stunning views – it is why there has been phenomenal growth to over 5 million

waterborne journeys a year in 2008, from only 2 million in 2000. Proof that Londoners and

visitors want more of this mode and the quality of journey it can provide. Savvy develop-

ers are recognising the advantages of maximising their links with the river. In the East, the

O2’s new owners invested in the Thames Clippers service enabling them to provide a great

alterna3ve to the bus and tube. In the West, Galliard Homes funded a pier at their

Wandsworth Riverside Quarter development and the redevelopment of Ba4ersea power

sta3on should provide further exci3ng opportuni3es. 

However, further expansion depends on all of those who have a stake in the river work-

ing together. What is required is focus and coordina3on, and this is what the Mayor has

provided. On behalf of the Mayor, I chair a River Services Concordat group made-up of over

forty different organisa3ons involved in the opera3on and development of river services,

including operators, pier owners, the riparian Boroughs, and Transport for London. The

Concordat is an agreement to work together in order to develop services to their full poten-

3al. The Thames may flow freely but the challenges of improving services and

infrastructures are constrained by financing, capacity, and demand. We have not allowed

the group to get lost in an idealised no3on of what could be achieved, but have focused on

what needs to be achieved to release the river’s true transport poten3al. The Concordat

has focused on six priority workstreams: Olympic services, pier capacity, pier signage, serv-

ice quality, integra3ng 3cke3ng, passenger informa3on and management informa3on.

To date the Concordat has enabled the introduc3on of Oyster Pay as You Go on Thames

Clipper commuter services, an achievement that deserves to be trumpeted as river serv-

ices are now linked to land-based public transport with a single 3cket for the first 3me.

Work on increasing pier capacity has resulted in TfL and the ODA funding the extension of

Tower Pier and improvements to Greenwich Pier, while the ODA river operators, the PLA

and pier owners have developed a dra$ 3metable to serve riverside venues during the

Olympic & Paralympic Games. Much more is to come, including the standardisa3on and

improvement of signage, the raising of service quality and more pier capacity.

We must all fly the flag for our river, even in these difficult 3mes, so that millions of

people can make the choice to travel by the river.

Kulveer Ranger



In the areas immediately along the river to the east of the city, employment was
forecast to grow by 23% between 2001 and 2016. Yet by last year, the rail links
serving the area were already operating at around 5% over capacity.5 The arrival
of Crossrail at Canary Wharf and Woolwich will help, but only in part of the area,
and not until 2017 at the earliest. 

The riverbus should be seen as a supplement to Crossrail that will benefit a wide
area. An altogether smaller-scale project, it can be delivered quickly and at a fraction of
the cost, and provide extra connectivity between Crossrail and the Thames Gateway.

In West London, too, population growth has stimulated demand for transport.
Further increases are anticipated, albeit at lower levels than in the east. In contrast
to Docklands and Greenwich, however, there has been no investment whatever in
the capacity of west London’s radial rail network for at least 50 years. 

The result is that the Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham has the most congested
roads in London, according to Transport for London studies, with delays of 7.6
million minutes per kilometre a year. The Borough of Wandsworth is the fifth most
congested in London, with delays of 6.26 million minutes per kilometre a year.6
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River Services Upstream of Westminster 

River transport is growing apace between Westminster and the Thames Barrier as reg-

ular new services, and the development of piers a4ract increasing numbers of passen-

gers.

Sadly it is a different story upstream of Westminster Bridge. Apart from the spon-

sored “Tate to Tate” service between the two Tate art galleries, there is a skeleton

service of three boats from Putney Pier during the morning rush hour and three

returning in the evening. These single-hull boats are much slower than the catamarans

opera3ng in the lower reaches: the journey from Putney to Blackfriars takes about 45

minutes with stops at Wandsworth Riverside Quarter, a new pier built by a developer,

Chelsea Harbour, Cadogan Pier and Embankment.  Also, the 3metable of links to the

Thames Clippers services from Blackfriars is s3ll far from perfect. 

Yet there is a growing popula3on of poten3al river users in the various develop-

ments along the banks of the river between Putney and Vauxhall, including new

apartments at Ba4ersea Reach, Planta3on Wharf, and Imperial Wharf, and the von

Essen Hotel Verta by Ba4ersea Heliport. TfL, which oversees the river services, main-

tains that only the development of the Ba4ersea Power Sta3on site and its exis3ng

pier will realise the true poten3al of transport to the upstream reaches. But the power

sta3on developers, Real Estate Opportuni3es/Treasury Holdings, are unlikely to

complete the redevelopment before 2015 and apartment dwellers in Ba4ersea Reach

are growing understandably impa3ent. 

The developers in that part of the river appear willing to share the construc3on

costs of new piers and this should be encouraged in line with the mayor’s stated aim

to increase river transport. Such a project would also need goodwill and advice from

the Port of London Authority, which oversees dredging requirements and controls the

legal status of piers.

Richard Tracey AM



Putney, in Wandsworth, is also identified by the London Assembly as an impor-
tant pinch-point in the rail network where significant overcrowding occurs.7

These are precisely the areas for which we advocate providing a new West London
riverbus. 

The Invisible River
On the transport canvas of London, the riverbus and its stops are virtually invisi-
ble. The route does not appear on the Tube map, or any other widely available trans-
port map. If you are looking for a Tube station, it is easy to find. Signposts point
the way. Giant Underground logos, large notices and big blue canopies announce
its presence. 

But there is almost nothing at, for instance, Woolwich pier to suggest that any
service operates from it at all. If you get close enough, you find a small-print
poster showing the timetable. But there are no logos, no big signs, nothing to tell
the passer-by that this is a transport terminal. 

Even in the Royal Arsenal riverside development by Woolwich Pier, only 12 out
of 20 residents canvassed knew that the service ran frequently and where it went.
In Woolwich town centre, there are no signposts to the pier. Only five of 20
passers-by were aware that any river service existed at all to their part of town.
Not one knew how often it ran or where it went.

Woolwich shares a characteristic of most other piers on the river: almost all are
within easy walking distance of the places they serve, and the other transport links
to those places, yet are hidden from them. Interchange is an essential part of most
Londoners’ travelling lives. But interchange with the river is difficult and discour-
aging for the uninitiated. As Figure 3 shows, there is a good network already in place
if only people were aware of it. Some of the piers – Westminster, Embankment,
Blackfriars and London Bridge – are right next to the connecting station, while
others are a short walk. Drawing the dots between piers and other modes of trans-
port is essential to delivering better services – and virtually cost-free.
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Figure 3: Central London’s interchanges between piers, Tube and
rail



At Waterloo Station, there are 43 signs to the Underground and buses – but
only one, at a far end of the terminal, to the nearby pier. At London Bridge, it takes
just two-and-a-half minutes to walk from your National Rail train to the pier –
exactly the same as it takes to reach the Underground platforms. But though,
unusually, there is good signposting from inside the station itself, it directs you to
what looks like the wrong place – the entrance to an office block called the
Cottons Centre. 

The pier is the other side of this building and there is in fact a public right of
way through the foyer. But the Cottons Centre refuses to signpost it. Most people,
reluctant to enter what seems like the reception area of a private office, end up
wandering about, trying to find some way around the office buildings that block
the river off from the station. 

Ticket Confusion
All too often, when you finally find the pier, the confusion only gets worse. At any
Tube station, copious signage leaves little doubt about where to buy your ticket
and which platform to use. But at Greenwich Pier, the would-be river passenger is
confronted by no fewer than four separate ticket offices, all operated by different
companies offering very different services. 

The chaotic ticketing is symptomatic of the riverbus’s greatest single problem:
its almost total isolation from the fully integrated fare and ticket structure that
covers every other public transport service in London. 

As you gaze at the ticket offices, it is far from clear which is the fast commuter
service and which the hour-long sightseeing trip with full commentary. At
Greenwich, travellers who clearly wanted the commuter boats were witnessed
being intercepted by sightseeing company staff and shepherded onto the rival,
slower service. Those people will probably not use the river again. At
Embankment, eastbound boats are marked “Waterloo” which makes little sense
until you realise they are on a loop. Where tourist and commuter flows interact
they sometimes conflict, with commuters in a rush held up by tourists taking
their time.

policyexchange.org.uk     |     21

The Poten3al of River Services – and the Barriers

8 Pier owners, boat operators,

borough councils and TfL have

signed up to a river Concordat led

by the mayor which commits

them to work together to im-

prove ticketing, piers and passen-

ger information

Information 

Most London travellers have li4le idea about how or where to access river services, or

where to find the informa3on necessary. London River Services publishes A Guide to

River Thames Boat Services twice a year, which sets out 3metables for all leisure and

commuter passenger services, but is really designed for the user who has already dis-

covered the river and knows what to look for. One of the Thames concordat working

groups is looking at how to improve and co-ordinate such informa3on.8 

One obvious improvement would be to show the connec3ons between the river, its

piers and the Tube network. TfL and the London Development Agency must take the

lead in providing be4er mapping and informa3on. 

Cynthia Grant



Slow Boat
When you finally make it on board, the trip may start speedily enough. But after leaving
Greenwich, almost at once, the boat must ease down briefly to 12 knots (13.8 mph) first
for Piper’s Wharf, a boatyard, then for a canoe club and then to pass Convoy’s Wharf, where
a few boats are tied up. The Port of London Authority (PLA), which controls navigation on
the river, is worried that they may be rocked by the wash from our high-speed passage. 

At Woolwich Pier itself, the PLA has refused to remove a set of buoys left over
from the days before the pier was installed, which means that the boats all have
to waste time backing in. 

Between Woolwich and the O2, the Environment Agency performs a test
closure of the Thames Barrier once a month from 8am to 10am, the middle of the
morning rush hour, meaning that most of the peak services from Woolwich have
to be suspended that day.

At Wapping comes a much longer speed restriction. The PLA has imposed an
easedown of 12 knots for the whole of the rest of our journey to Waterloo, a
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Legible London 

Legible London is a new signage system that could become as recognisable a landmark

as the red telephone box or Routemaster bus. Originally proposed by Central London

Partnership, a public-private ini3a3ve to improve compe33veness and the quality of

life in the capital, it has been several years in the making. The signage is being tried out

in Covent Garden, on the South Bank and around the West End. 

The purpose of Legible London is to place street markers and wayfinders at a large

number of strategic loca3ons to show pedestrians that they do not need to rely on the

Tube and bus for short journeys. Legible London signs could be introduced in the vicin-

ity of piers making it much easier for casual boat users to locate piers at very li4le

expense. The net effect could be to declu4er the riverside by removing exis3ng super-

fluous and confusing signs.

Another way to improve the visibility of piers

is to use some universally recognisable flag,

banner, or landside gateway to adver3se their

posi3on. At present many piers, such as

Blackfriars, are all but invisible to the pedestrian,

especially at low 3de. A colourful and well

designed entrance, which can also make clear

whether leisure or commuter services operate

from a pier, would be extremely helpful.

One of the Thames concordat working

groups has reviewed the signage to and from

23 piers along the river; in its submission at the

end of the year the group will recommend that

this work should con3nue and become the

responsibility of TfL’s rivers team. 

Cynthia Grant

Figure 4: Legible London sign



distance of more than three miles. The easedowns were introduced two years ago
after a new houseboat community was opened on the north bank at Wapping, and
the PLA feared that wash from the clippers would rock the boats. The electoral roll
shows that this houseboat development contains 23 voters. 

“What does us is the easedowns,” says Thames Clippers captain John Abbotson.
“It’s like watching paint dry, this speed. If we didn’t have to ease down we could
do the full trip [Woolwich-Waterloo] in 40 minutes.” It currently takes 59
minutes. 

Pier Pressure
Perhaps the most important physical factor that restricts riverbus operations – and
stifles their potential for growth – is delays at stops, principally caused by lack of
pier capacity. Even on the current 20-minute frequency, boats sometimes have to
wait a few minutes for a berth to become free. Lack of space often prevents the
boats from using more than a single point to unload, and then load, their passen-
gers. The boats carry up to 220 passengers. At most of the busier stops, dozens of
people must disembark in single file through a sole exit, before equally large num-
bers of people can board, also single-file. Greenwich appears to be the only stop
where, throughout the day, passengers can simultaneously get on or off. 

In another example of the difficulty of co-ordination on the river, the piers
between Woolwich and Waterloo are owned by no fewer than seven different
bodies – TfL, two local authorities, two private developers, the Port of London
Authority and the canal operator British Waterways. 

To further confuse the picture, different parts of some piers are owned or
managed by different people.  At Greenwich, for instance, the pier promenade is
owned by the PLA while the pontoon is TfL territory; others are managed by TfL,
but not wholly owned by it. Although there may be staff from up to six different
organisations, including boat operators, at any one pier, few actually help people
to use river services.

There is no hanging around by the crews of the boats. The engines are kept
running at each stop and they leave as soon as the last passenger is aboard. There
are often hold ups because of pier congestion caused by different operators not
adhering to the schedule or overstaying their berthing slot times. To keep services
operating reliably this report recommends expanding and upgrading piers to
increase capacity while giving piermasters the power to enforce schedules.

Where River Is Faster
The clearest indication of the vast potential of the Thames is that even despite all
these handicaps, some river journey times still beat their fastest equivalents on land
– and many others are comparable. 

The best comparison journeys tend to be to and from those stops – such as
Masthouse Terrace and Greenland – which serve areas poorly connected by other
public transport. Greenland Pier, for instance, serves a large area around 15-
minutes walk from the nearest Tube station, Canada Water. Journeys between
places which do have convenient stations, but which involve a change of train en
route – such as Greenwich-Blackfriars – are also quicker by river. 
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The river also offers similar journey times between some places which do have
convenient and direct parallel rail services. The riverbus travelling time from
Greenwich Pier to the City (Tower Pier) is 22 minutes, exactly the same as the
travelling time by DLR from Cutty Sark to its City terminus at Bank. Tower Pier is
less convenient for most of the City than Bank station, but that is made up for in
many cases by the time saved in not having to get from Underground platforms
to the street.

There is a fast Jubilee Line Tube service between Canary Wharf and London
Bridge. But between the reception area of the 1 Canada Square office tower and
the mainline station at London Bridge, actual travelling time in the weekday
rush hour (including walking to and from the station platforms/piers at both
ends) is only a few minutes longer by riverbus (20 minutes) than by Tube (16
minutes). 

The difference is due almost entirely to the fact that the pier is farther away
from the centre of Canary Wharf than the Tube station, and takes around four
minutes longer to walk to. Once you have reached the pier and boarded the
boat, the actual trip time to London Bridge on the non-stop service is only a
minute longer than the Tube, even though the Tube is a direct line with no
changes. 

In the examples above, we have compared only actual travelling times. When
average waiting time is included, the advantage of the river erodes because boats
are much less frequent than the parallel services on the rest of the transport
network (Table 2).
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Table 1: Comparison journey times (station to station or pier to
pier, in minutes) 

Journey details Train/Tube/DLR River

Canary Wharf to
The City DLR to bank, boat to Tower 12 9
Embankment DLR and Tube 25 24
Greenwich DLR to Cutty Sark 10 10
London Bridge Jubliee Line 8 10

Greenwich to
Woolwich Overground Rail 14 15
City DLR to bank, boat to Tower 22 19
Embankment Overground Rail to Charing Cross 18 34

Table 2: Frequencies of river services and the rest of the
network – minutes between departures

Peak Midday Evening

Route River Train/Tube River Train/Tube River Train/Tube

Canary Wharf- 10 3 20 5 30 6
London Bridge

O2-London Bridge 20 3 20 5 30 6

Greenwich- 20 10 20 10 30 15
London Bridge



Surmounting the Barriers
The barriers to a better service are by no means insurmountable. The lack of
enthusiasm at TfL for river services can be addressed by giving LRS adequate
resources under a board member tasked with integrating river services into
London’s transport network.

There are a variety of problems which can be solved with a little determination
and even less money. Delivering upgraded and expanded piers is an essential
precondition to success. Air traffic control-style management would mean that boats
would have to run according to a strict schedule over the length of the river and
especially at piers. At present piers have schedules which are rarely adhered to and
traffic on the river is almost a free-for-all. Changing this would require an increase
in resources for LRS who would be in charge of enforcing it in co-operation with
the PLA as well as the leadership and drive to put it in place. Creating conditions
whereby leisure and business transport co-exist in their distinct markets will allow
both to flourish and leave management of the river as a question of schedules and
pier slots, not one of protecting operators from competition. 

The river, and the bureaucracies involved in running it, need to change from a
can’t-do attitude to a can-do one. The key agencies should examine what could be
done to enable greater flexibility with the speed limit and what is needed at piers
to ensure smooth operation and reliable timekeeping. With the right leadership
the river can once again be London’s highway.
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River Services in Putney 

For many residents who live along the south of the Thames in places like Putney, the

river is already daily part of life.  Whether passing over it on a cramped tube or train to

get to work, spending 3me walking alongside it or even rowing on it from one of the

many rowing clubs on Putney embankment, the River Thames is never far from our daily

life.  But as big a part of our lives as it is, when it comes to using the River Thames to

get about in London, there are few opportuni3es in our great city that are made less of.

Our current river boat services principally serve commuters during the early morn-

ing and though they are very popular there is a sense that many more local people

might choose to switch their journey from land to water given a higher-frequency serv-

ice, throughout the day.  Whenever the topic is raised with people, the general

consensus is certainly that in spite of our valued exis3ng service we are not making the

most of what is a wonderful asset right on our doorstep.  The river is already an inte-

gral part of our local environment in Putney and people feel much more could

poten3ally be done to weave it further into their daily rou3ne.  With the riverside

housing regenera3on that has happened along much of the river from Putney as far as

Ba4ersea Park, there is now a cri3cal mass of demand wai3ng to be tapped into.

Ge5ng be4er river boat services to feed the city is something that many residents

have o$en raised with me as a local MP.  It was something I ini3ally looked at because

our tube and train services are so overcrowded.  There is a real need to look at all ways

in which we can make sure our local transport network can meet our demands. It

seems only logical to look at using our river be4er.



What Needs to Happen
River services have a huge potential which is not being tapped. There is no drive
to promote services or even provide decent information for those who don’t al-
ready know about the services. The introduction of Oyster pay-as-you-go on the
boats is welcome, but is only a small first step. Full integration into Travelcards and
season tickets across the TfL network would unleash the potential of the river, as
well as giving TfL an interest in making the most of it.

TfL should be given responsibility for leading the development, integration and
promotion of river services. This requires leadership from the mayor but also
needs a dedicated member of TfL’s board with sufficient political clout to over-
come institutional inertia. TfL should be in control of Central London piers – and
own as many as possible – to enable better traffic management as well as upgrad-
ing and extending the key piers. While it will probably not be able to buy all of
the key piers currently in private hands, such as Canary Wharf, agreement with
those owners who will not sell should be reached to manage schedules and access
to the piers. A concerted effort should be made to improve information about
services and, crucially, make piers more visible.

The speed limit should be constantly reviewed and any other options for
managing safety should be prioritised. Air traffic control-style traffic management
and sensitive scheduling would reduce congestion at key times, enabling the
speed limit to be flexible.
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If the Ba4ersea Power sta3on site is redeveloped with a pier then we could see

even more possibili3es created and more demand for river boat services than we

already have from local communi3es living along the river. Cri3cally these new resi-

dents and their families may just provide the level of demand for day 3me travel on

the river that can make se5ng up more extensive services a be4er opportunity for

private investors.  It seems that over 3me, our demand for be4er services is likely to

con3nue growing.

London’s transport infrastructure has a rich heritage, but ul3mately, the over-

whelming majority is on land.  It is 3me to now see how we can redress the balance.

Jus(ne Greening MP



2
The History of Transport 
on the Thames
Andrew Gilligan 

On the face of it, the history of Thames commuter riverbus services is one of
repeated and complete failure. Since 1900, at least 11 separate riverbus services
have been launched, with vessels ranging from a fleet of 29 gleaming 130ft
steamers to hovercraft and even three Russian hydrofoils. All but one of them
ended after only a few years. From A P Herbert to John Prescott, from John
Gummer to Frank Dobson, generations of politicians have promised further new
services which never got started.9 

But dip below the surface and a far more complicated picture emerges.
London’s past riverbus services did not fail because they were impracticable. They
did not fail for lack of passengers or because they lost huge amounts of money.
They carried enormous numbers of passengers and lost very modest amounts of
money by the standards of public transport. They failed largely for the lack of
political and bureaucratic support, which sometimes verged on obstruction. This
problem remains the biggest hurdle for river services to this day.

The most concerted attempt at a commuter riverbus service was launched by
the London County Council (LCC) in June 1905. A fleet of 29 specially built
steamers operated a 15-minute, year-round service between Hammersmith and
Greenwich – divided, after the first few days, into two separate eastern and west-
ern legs. The fare for a journey of up to three miles was just a penny; even the full
trip, which took two hours, cost only fivepence. These fares were in most cases
much cheaper than the parallel tram and rail services.10

Despite operational difficulties – mostly fog, far more prevalent then than now
– and private competitors putting on a rival ten-minute service, the LCC boats
proved hugely popular, carrying 200,000 passengers a week in their first ten
months of operation.11 In its first full summer, 1906, the service carried
3,182,612 passengers.12 

Political Barriers
The real problems were on land. The LCC was controlled by the Progressive Party,
allied to the national Liberal Party but also with a strong labour movement and so-
cialist presence; Sidney Webb, co-founder of the Fabian Society, was a Progressive
LCC councillor. Under the Progressives, the LCC practised a form of municipal
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socialism, taking control of many of the tramways, investing in schools and so-
cial services and building the first council estates. 

In the run-up to the 1907 LCC elections, the new Municipal Reform Party
allied to the Conservatives, seized on the new steamers as a “wedge” issue
symbolising Progressive expansionism and extravagance. Frank Dix, historian of
the Thames passenger services, describes how the Reform Party “made the failure
of the steamboat service to pay its way one of the major points in its campaign...
Vans toured the streets carrying tableaux depicting the Progressive Party’s houses
falling down and the LCC’s steamers sinking below the waters of the Thames.”13

The steamers were, in short, the 1907 equivalents of 2008’s bendy buses, albeit
with far less justification.

The Reformers won the 1907 election on a manifesto to abolish the boat serv-
ice, and duly did so. In any case, the Progressives had already lost their nerve the
previous year, raising the fares, axing the winter service and putting the tramways
manager in charge, even though the boats were rivals to his trams. 

A 2006 report by the London Assembly claimed that the LCC service lost the then
colossal sum of “over half a million pounds.”14 In fact, over its three years of oper-
ation, the service’s losses were modest, a total of £73,882 – equivalent to £6.6
million at current prices, or £2.2 million a year.15 The entire LCC riverbus service
also lost about the same each year as the LCC’s other, much more limited river oper-
ation, the Woolwich Ferry, over which there was never any controversy at all.16 

No Boats on the River
This debacle pretty much settled things for the next 40 years, although there was
a flurry of activity in the mid-Thirties following A P Herbert’s much discussed
book, No Boats on the River. The Minister of Transport, Oliver Stanley, ordered a full-
scale public inquiry, but the carefully worked-out and costed proposals – for a 50-
boat service running up to every four minutes in rush hours – came to nothing. It
would have required a small subsidy, which was not forthcoming, and the newly
formed London Transport was not interested in a service which it saw as a rival to
its buses and Tube trains.

The Blitz brought London the only riverbus service in its history provided by
London Transport. Using hired boats and LT bus conductors to collect fares, it oper-
ated between Central London and Woolwich for six weeks in 1940 when parallel rail
and tramways were bombed, although it too was twice interrupted by mines.17

The immediate postwar decade witnessed the second attempt to revive the
river. From 1948 onwards a private company, R G Odell, ran 150-seater boats on
a 30-minute service from Kew to Greenwich. At a time when integration between
modes was almost unknown, riverbus tickets could also be used on suburban
BR trains. 

Thanks partly to this and to a general rise in demand for transport, huge
numbers were carried in the postwar years. 1951, the year of the Festival of
Britain, set what is still the record for Thames public transport services. In the six
good weather months of 1951 alone, 5,114,393 passengers sailed to the Festival
site on the South Bank and a further 2,135,718 were carried on the regular water-
bus.18 The following year, R G Odell received the OBE for services to transport on
the Thames. 
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True to form, however, London Transport and the Port of London Authority
continued to obstruct matters; tickets could not be used across boats and other LT
services, and the PLA refused to allow passengers onto the piers until the boats
had tied up, meaning that loading took far longer than it should.19 Odell’s serv-
ice was initially profitable. But like many bus and rail services in the 1950s and
early 60s, it was felled by rising car ownership. Modest subsidies could have kept
it going, but were not forthcoming and the service ended in 1962. It remains the
longest-lived Thames commuter operation to date. 

Interestingly, throughout the first seven decades of the 20th century, one argu-
ment against riverbuses was rarely heard: lack of capacity on the river – though
the Thames was, of course, far busier then than it is now, and there were none of
today’s advanced electronic navigation aids. Even though the river from the Port
of London to Woolwich was thick with commercial traffic, Dix records no signifi-
cant accidents involving the 20th-century passenger services. 

Riverbus
The 1970s saw repeated attempts by private companies at services using hydrofoils,
hovercraft and catamarans, none lasting more than a year or two, all falling victim
to the increasing dereliction of the eastern Thames as the London Docks closed. The
area’s rebirth as Docklands in 1981 seemed to offer new hope, but initially this
was misplaced. Surprisingly for an area surrounded on three sides by water, poli-
cymakers’ entire focus was on new roads and the proposed Docklands Light Rail-
way. The main initial transport study by the London Docklands Development
Corporation (LDDC), London Transport and Ken Livingstone’s Greater London
Council did not make a single mention of river services.20 

In 1988, with little official encouragement apart from the support of the LDDC
and an Enterprise Allowance grant, a group of private entrepreneurs set up the
Thames Line (later branded RiverBus) service, operating up to 11 fast 62-seat
boats between Canary Wharf, central London and Chelsea Harbour at 15-20
minute intervals. It was subsidised, not by London Regional Transport (LRT, as
London Transport had been renamed), but by four Docklands property develop-
ers.21 

By 1992, it attracted 750,000 passengers a year, but the recession drove traf-
fic away and put several of the developers out of business. RiverBus repeatedly
sought alternative finance from LRT and asked to be brought within the
Travelcard scheme, but was refused.22 It finally collapsed in 1993 with losses of
£2.5 million in its last full year, relatively small by comparison with almost any
other form of public transport.23 Indeed, this is smaller than the subsidy many
bus routes enjoy.

RiverBus had a number of drawbacks. Its pier at Canary Wharf (whose remains,
complete with branding, are still visible) was at Cuba Street, much less conven-
ient than the current pier and in the wrong direction for central London. Its boats
were too small to make the most of peak-hour demand and its fares were about
double the DLR’s (heavily-subsidised) prices. Above all, however, Docklands had
not yet reached critical mass. Although the main Canary Wharf tower was up, it
stood mostly empty and had yet to be joined by the cluster of other blocks which
now surround it. 
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Sean Collins, managing director of Thames Clippers catamarans, admits that
when he started his service in 1999, TfL and the PLA “thought it would be just
another failed riverbus.”26 Yet Thames Clippers may actually show how history is
changing. Aided by the vast increase in riverside population and jobs – above all,
at Canary Wharf and the O2 – Thames Clippers has already lasted much longer
than any other river commuter service in London’s modern history other than
Odell’s. And unlike that service at the ten-year mark, it is still growing. In 2009 it
is expected to carry 3.1 million passengers, more than any Thames commuter
service in all but two of the previous hundred years.

It has benefited from a network of five new or improved piers installed
between 1999 and 2003 to mark the millennium (at Tower, Blackfriars,
Embankment, Waterloo and Millbank). This shows the power of public investment
in piers to leverage private investment in boats, with the result that there is an
excellent service on course to break even this year.
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Recent Development of River Services

The revival of river opera3ons in recent years was as a result of the interest in river transport

for the millennium celebra3ons, and the crea3on of new piers and services to take visitors

to the Millennium Dome in 2000. This ini3a3ve was supported by the injec3on of Lo4ery

money through the Millennium Commission for the construc3on and improvement of piers,

and by major private sector investment from boat operators, in par3cular City Cruises. New

piers were created at Waterloo for the London Eye, and at the Dome, and substan3al im-

provements were made to piers at Blackfriars, Embankment and Westminster. 

In the eight years since the end of the millennium celebra3ons there has been

change and growth in the use of the river for transport mainly as a result of large-scale

riverside development, which started with Docklands and has con3nued with residen-

3al and employment development all along the Thames. 

During 2005 several other factors combined to raise the profile of river transport.

Anschutz Entertainment Group (AEG), the operators of the O2, acquired the leading

commuter river services operator, Thames Clippers, and ordered six new fast catama-

rans, which were delivered in 2007. These have been used to drive the growth of

services operated by Thames Clippers.

On Saturday 8th August 2009, a typical summer Saturday, over 35,000 passengers

used the river to travel to the O2 at North Greenwich – a much higher number than

any recent forecasts have considered possible.24 Interes3ngly on August Bank Holiday

1906 the London County Council’s riverbus service carried 80,000 passengers in a day

– so it has been done before.25  

Since 2000 passenger numbers on scheduled public transport river services have

risen from around half a million to four million a year. If the proposals in this report

were to be implemented, the annual passenger traffic on the river could increase

much more in the coming decades. The challenge is to make these services financially

viable through correct pricing, route design and marke3ng, with full integra3on with

other transport, and providing a subsidy to certain routes where necessary, thus

providing maximum benefit to London.

Cynthia Grant



3
River Services in Other Cities
Neil O’Brien

If the history of transport on the Thames is not illustrious, international compar-
isons suggest that delivering river services is eminently possible. If well-integrated
river services can be delivered in Hamburg and Brisbane why not in London?
What key lessons can be drawn from other experiences of river transport? 

Brisbane
Brisbane is famously the place where the scriptwriters of the soap opera Neighbours
send any character they want to kill off. But though this Australian city may be a
graveyard of youthful acting careers, it is the birthplace of the modern fast river
ferry. 

As part of its case against increasing the use of the Thames, TfL claims that
“successful water transport is usually found in harbours,” while linear river serv-
ices are “more challenging” given their “low passenger loadings.”27

In fact, high-frequency linear river commuter services exist in many cities
including Hamburg, Paris, Rome, Amsterdam, Chicago, Cairo, Dubai, Bangkok,
Manila, Tokyo, and Sydney (which has a service up the Parramatta River in addi-
tion to its cross-harbour ferries). There are also high-frequency linear services on
lakes or channels in Zurich, Geneva and Stockholm, among others. Some of these
services offer important lessons for London and will be described in detail later
in this chapter. 

However, it is Brisbane which provides the clearest model. This congested city
with little recent tradition of river use has established a long-distance, high-speed
linear riverbus service, fully integrated into the rest of the transport network,
which quickly achieved impressive passenger volumes and market share. 

There are many similarities between London’s Thames Clippers service and the
CityCat operation in Brisbane. Both use similar catamaran-type vessels; indeed,
some of the boats used by Thames Clippers were built in Brisbane. 

Like London, Brisbane has experienced substantial employment and population
growth in recent years, placing severe strain on the transport network: the popu-
lation of the municipal area grew by more than 12% between 2001 and 2007.28

Like London, Brisbane has a developed, electrified rail network and an extensive
bus service, but also suffers severe traffic congestion. 

Like the Thames, the Brisbane River does not run a particularly straight course
and is not the most direct route between several of the places it serves. Brisbane’s
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current water service began in 1996, just three years before London’s. The two
cities have almost the same number of boats (Brisbane 14, London 13) and a
route of similar length (Brisbane 11.8 miles, London 11.25 miles). 

Nevertheless Brisbane’s service has won a far greater market share than
London’s. Brisbane’s population of 1 million is less than a seventh of London. But
the CityCats carried 6.1 million passengers in 2007-08,29 more than twice as
many as the Thames Clippers service, even though the boats themselves are
smaller, with a capacity of 149-162 people against most of the Clippers’ capacity
of 220. 

If the conventional linear ferry, which is also part of Brisbane’s regular trans-
port network and serves the city centre, is included, the total number of
passengers carried was seven million – 5.1% of the total public transport market

and more than a tenth of the total
passenger volume on the buses.30 By
comparison, the Thames had a share of
London’s public transport market of less
than 0.1% in 2007-08.31 

Unlike London’s riverbus, the
Brisbane CityCat service was established
from the start by the local council with

a clear commitment to both capital and revenue subsidy. Brisbane City Council
bought and owns the boats, which cost about A$3 million (£1.6 million) each, a
total of about A$40 million (£21 million.) The council has also invested about
A$10 million (£5.5 million) in piers. 

The service started in 1996 with four vessels, operated by a contractor, and for
the first eight years its growth patterns were somewhat like London’s: very good
but not amounting to a significant presence in the transport market. The turning
point came in 2004 when a new contractor, Transdev TSL, took over and, most
importantly, the service was fully integrated into the rest of the Brisbane transport
network.32 

From July 2004 the boats have joined local buses and rail in a common zonal
fare structure. Monthly travel passes for the other modes are also valid on the
water. A single ticket takes you, at no extra charge, on to a connecting bus – and
10 of the CityCat’s 15 stops have bus connections from the pier.

Almost from the moment the service was integrated, passenger numbers
exploded. The new contract with Transdev anticipated a 50% rise in passengers in
the seven years to 2011; this was achieved in 18 months. By 2007, there were
78% more passengers than in 2004.33

The fares are substantially lower than London’s. The maximum single fare is
A$2.90 (£1.50), or A$2.32 (£1.20) with a go card, the Brisbane equivalent of the
Oyster – less than a quarter of the London fare. A monthly ticket is A$92.80
(£47.86) – less than half the London price.34

The service is also more frequent than on the Thames. The CityCat now runs
every 15 minutes throughout the working day. At peak hours on the busiest part
of the route, intervals between boats are typically seven to eight minutes and can
be as little as four minutes.35 

None of this would be possible without public subsidy, albeit a modest one.
The revenue subsidy from Brisbane taxpayers is A$12 million (£6.2 million) a
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year out of a total annual subsidy for Brisbane transport of A$273 million.36 Total
public expenditure on the service, boats and infrastructure since it began in 1996
has amounted to around A$120 million (£61 million), an extremely low figure
by the standards of London transport projects (compare to the cost of the
Woolwich DLR extension, p57). 

The CityCat has seized the public imagination, becoming in the words of
Brisbane’s Lord Mayor, Campbell Newman, “an iconic part of the city.”37 In other
urban centres, political candidates compete to promise the greatest number of
houses or buses; last year Newman and his Labor opponent vied on how many
new CityCat boats they could promise the voters. 

More boats are certainly needed to prevent the service becoming a victim of its
own success: 83 journeys in September 2007 alone were forced to leave passen-
gers behind and regular queues of up to 100 people are seen at city-centre stops
in the evening.38 Passenger growth has tailed off as a result, only rising by 1.5%
last year. To restart the upward trajectory, eight new boats are to be put into serv-
ice and double-decker vessels are being considered. A sale-and-leaseback deal of
the existing fleet has just been concluded to finance further expansion. 

Are there any practical reasons why London cannot follow a similar course to
Brisbane? There are more tourist boats on the Thames than in Brisbane, but other
traffic on the Brisbane River is heavier. In a city with high temperatures and year-
round sunshine, many residents own and frequently use their own pleasure boats
and there are also more unpowered craft (canoes, rowboats etc) than on the
inner-city stretch of the Thames. Maritime Safety Queensland, the state regulatory
authority, says the city stretches of the Brisbane River are “heavily used by
commercial vessels.”39

The Brisbane River’s tidal range (2.5 metres) is less than that of the Thames (6-
7 metres) but, as we discuss in Chapter 8, tidal range is of limited relevance to
inner London riverbus operations. Thames piers are more congested than
Brisbane ones, but the pier extensions we propose will address this. 

It is unlikely that a London riverbus service could attain as much as a 5%
market share, since bus, Tube and rail services here are more established than in
Brisbane. However, it is clear that substantially more is possible on the Thames
than is currently happening. 

The difference between Brisbane and London is primarily a matter of political
leadership and a small amount of money. Unlike in London, with its tangle of
responsible bodies, leadership on the river is vested in the Brisbane City Council.
The council has been prepared to subsidise the service and the establishment of
fully integrated city transport has been the critical factor. 

Hamburg
In Hamburg, perhaps the best European model for London, integration is taken
for granted. The HVV, Hamburg’s equivalent of TfL, provides three linear routes
along the Elbe, numbered in the same sequence as bus routes. The main service, the
62, runs every 15 minutes between 05.15 and 21.15, then half-hourly to 23.45,
on a trip making six stops and lasting around 35 minutes. 

The main ferry terminal at Landungsbruecken is directly served by three lines of
the city’s S-bahn (suburban railway) and by the central circular line of the U-bahn
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(Underground), with a bridge link between the station and the ferry terminal. All the
ferry piers except one are bus interchanges, with many connections advertised and
guaranteed. All tickets are interchangeable across all modes. 

In Hamburg, too, sharp growth has been recorded: passenger numbers have
more than trebled to 6.4 million a year since 2001.40 This is a market share for
river transport of just under 1%, less than Brisbane’s but still almost ten times
London’s.41 However, integration was not the key factor in this growth, since the
Hamburg ferries are long-established and have been under common ticketing
with the rest of the city since 1928. 

The main driver of growth in Hamburg is something that has also happened –
to a far greater extent – in London: the development of a new waterside quarter,
HafenCity, Hamburg’s answer to Docklands which includes a new concert hall,
corporate offices and tourist attractions. Unlike in London, however, the ferry
service was an integral part of the project’s transport network. Use of the ferry is
expected to expand greatly as the development does. 

Other Cities
Other major European transport operators are starting to interest themselves in lin-
ear river services, and are taking a strikingly different tack to TfL’s hands-off ap-
proach in London. In June 2008, the Paris transport authority, RATP, launched
Vogueo, the first commuter riverbus on the Seine. It runs a six-mile route serving
five simple piers from Gare d’Austerlitz to Maisons-Alfort. Boats run between 07.00
and 20.30, every 15 minutes in peak hours and every 20 minutes outside. It is de-
scribed as a 30-month experiment. 

As in Brisbane and Hamburg, the Paris riverbus is fully integrated into the
normal ticketing system. In its first two months it carried an average of 1,000
passengers a day. The set-up cost was €10.5 million (£9.26 million) and the
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Other River Services 

Bangkok: Intensive, long-established service of local and express boats to 38 stops along

the Chao Phraya river, running every 5-20 minutes on four routes. Commercial. 

Manila: New service (2007) to 15 stops along Pasig River, every 30 minutes. Govern-

ment subsidised. 

Tokyo: Service Asakusa from Tokyo Bay along the Sumida-gawa river, every 40 minutes.

Commercial, integrated. 

Dubai: New service (2007) along Dubai Creek, eight stops, every 15-30 minutes on five

routes. Government subsidised. 

Cairo: Long-established service along the Nile from Maspero to five stops, every 15 min-

utes. Commercial, not integrated. 

Sydney: Half-hourly service to 12 stops along Parrama4a River. Government subsidised,

integrated.

Rome: New service (2003) along the Tevere river. Seasonal, not integrated, targeted at

tourists. 

Amsterdam: Connexxion waterbus to des3na3ons beyond the city, some quite long dis-

tance. Subsidised, integrated. 



annual subsidy will be €4.6 million (£4.05 million) – roughly ten times what TfL
provides in London.42

America’s urban commuter ferry services, though quite extensive in New York,
Boston, San Francisco and Seattle, and fully integrated with their city transport
networks, are almost exclusively cross-river or cross-harbour. There is a short all-
day commuter riverbus service along the Chicago River, integrated with a local
railroad, and some peak-hour only services up the Hudson and East Rivers in New
York.

London, therefore, has a unique distinction. It is alone in the Western world in
operating a high-frequency, year-round, all-day commuter riverbus in complete
isolation from the rest of its transport network, without the day-to-day involve-
ment of its transport authority and with barely any subsidy. 
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4
Demand for River Services
Paul Buchanan43  

A successful river service cannot be built on dreams and enthusiasm alone. To
ensure that the service proposed is viable, it must be based on the potential
demand for it. 

The history of river services shows that there is potential demand for river
transport, with the future plans for residential and business development at
Battersea, the Isle of Dogs and in the Thames Gateway offering even more.
Transport services exist to satisfy demand for people to get from A to B quickly,
efficiently and at reasonable cost. Our estimates in this chapter are cautious and
probably conservative. The possibility of a more dramatic development, as in
Brisbane, is very exciting, however, this study does not rely on such a change in
behaviour – though it would of course be very welcome.

Demand for river services has increased markedly in just the past few years. In
2006 just over 400 commuters used the Thames Clippers express river boat serv-
ice a day. Such numbers pale into insignificance against the 870,000 daily peak
time trips into Central London on the rail and Underground networks, placing
the river boats firmly in the “other” category in the reporting of commuter travel.
Yet there is evidence that the times are changing. 

The Thames Clippers service has recently experienced a surge in demand:
passenger numbers more than doubled between 2007 and 2008 – a rise of 140%.
Annual patronage is set to break through the three million mark this year.44 
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Figure 5: Annual passengers – Thames Clippers river boat service



Clearly some of this increase has been driven by the opening of the O2 arena
in June 2007 and AEG’s investment in new boats to transport visitors to it. Yet
there has also been a substantial increase in peak-time travel into Central London.
By analysing the service changes that have caused this increase in demand, it is
possible to forecast the potential for future growth. 

Who Are the Current Users?
It is estimated that on weekdays passengers using the Thames Clippers river boat
service are broadly equally divided between commuters and leisure users.45 Leisure
use of this river boat service varies depending on the season and events taking
place at the O2 arena, which it serves. Commuter use, on the other hand, is char-
acterised by regular peak-time flows from residential areas to Canary Wharf and
Central London. Approximately 3,000 commuters currently use the service in the
morning peak.

Two sources of data have been analysed to paint a picture of current commuter
passengers: the Canary Wharf employee travel survey and surveys undertaken by
the Olympic Delivery Authority as part of its demand forecasting exercise.46

Postcode data from both shows where river boat users began their journey in the
morning peak. The vast majority of these users walk directly to the pier and are
therefore clustered within a ten-minute walking distance (approximately 800m)
of the pier.
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How Far From the Piers?

Poten3al users need to be able to access piers and, in cases such as Greenland and

Masthouse Terrace, this mainly means on foot (Figure 6). These two areas are resi-

den3al and not very well connected to the rest of the network at easy walking dis-

tance. Having piers within a short walk therefore offers a good alterna3ve to other

modes of transport. Developers  building new piers should seek to ensure that they are

a short walk from as many people as possible, as well as providing interchange with

other modes of transport.

The area from within which people can walk to a destination in a certain time,

say five or ten minutes, at an average walking speed is known as an “isochrone.”

The size of this area depends on the paths and streets available. In Figure 6, the

areas within a five-minute (400m) and ten-minute (800m) walking distance were

calculated from the actual pedestrian network surrounding Greenland and

Masthouse Terrace piers. The isochrone – the line of points from which it takes the

same length of time to walk to the pier – is represented by the solid lines in Figure

6. Distances measured as the crow flies are represented by a dotted line to show

how different the actual walking distance can be. The “pedshed” value – described

as “the basic building block of walkable neighbourhoods” – is the ratio of the area

inside the isochrone to the as-the-crow-flies area.47 This provides a more realistic

assessment of how accessible a pier is than simply presenting population numbers

within a certain distance of it.



Forecasting Future Demand
Attempts to forecast river boat usage with traditional transport planning tools have
been notoriously unreliable. Journey times by river boat for people living close to
piers serving Canary Wharf and Central London are often marginally faster or about
the same as other modes of public transport. Yet even where the boats are margin-
ally slower they attain a similar share of the commuter market.

The river boat user surveys conducted by the Olympic Delivery Authority
found that the three main reasons why commuters choose to travel by boat
rather than other forms of public transport are the less stressful journey
(36.5%), the convenience of the service (29.5%) and its reliability (14.6%),
not the speed of the journey.48 Some areas close to the river have relatively poor
access to the Underground, DLR and National Rail networks so travelling by
boat is a more convenient option. In particular, travel by other public transport
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Figure 6: Walking catchment areas to two river boat piers

In Figure 6 the difference between the two piers is clear – Greenland’s pedshed value,

33% at 800m, is significantly lower than for Masthouse Terrace, 52%. This is largely because

Greenland has a large dock next to it, making it further to walk to from some parts of its

neighbourhood. The pedshed is a very useful measure of pedestrian connec3vity and is rele-

vant when assessing the poten3al market from piers in new developments. If the pedshed

ra3o is to be desirably high – for example, at least 75% – piers need to be located in areas

easily accessible to their wider neighbourhoods. Connec3vity to the pier is maximised

where the riverside path is con3nuous, where radial pedestrian routes converge on the pier

and where the surrounding developments are designed to be well connected.

In Central London, most commuters walk from the piers to their workplace. However,

journey des3na3ons in Central London are much more dispersed than journey origins,

sugges3ng that the walking catchment of the Central London piers is up to a 15-20 minute

walking distance. A small propor3on of commuters also change on to other types of public

transport to complete their journey. 



modes can involve changing at least once, as well as more crowded travelling
conditions.

Clearly a segment of the total passenger market values convenience, reliability
and journey quality very highly and appears to be relatively insensitive to small
changes in journey speed or cost. 

Understanding Changes in Demand
How can the 140% passenger growth of 2007-2008 be explained? Our analysis re-
vealed a variety of causes. Although the opening of the O2 and the expansion in
the number of boats serving it were important, it was changes in fares and im-
proving frequency that stimulated demand the most (Table 3). This is important be-
cause frequency and fares can continue to be improved, whereas the O2 opening
was a one-off event. 

The Thames Clippers service links some of London’s prime growth areas. The
list of riverside development sites in East London is lengthy and includes Wood
Wharf, Convoy’s Wharf, Lea Peninsula, Charlton riverfront, Gallions Reach,
Silvertown Quays and Peruvian Wharf. And it should be borne in mind that the
remaining phases of the Greenwich Millennium Village alone will boost the total
number of homes on the Greenwich peninsula to 10,000. 

The growth in population is mirrored by strong growth in jobs predicted for
areas adjacent to the river. Even conservative assumptions for the Isle of Dogs
suggest a 37% increase between now and 2016, and 76% by 2026. Similarly,
total employment in the riverside wards of Central London is set to grow by
22% until 2026. In times of economic uncertainty forecasts may be revised but
the growth in both population and jobs is likely to stall only temporarily: the
expected increase in commuter demand under our baseline scenario is 150% by
2016.
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Table 3: Reasons for growth in Thames Clippers’ service

Fare changes 30%
Frequency 30%
Opening of the O2 25%
Marketing 20%
Reliability improvement 15%
Background growth 10%
Hours 10%
Total 140%

Table 4: Forecast baseline growth

Commuters (million) Leisure users (million) Total (million)

2009 1.1 2.0 3.1
2016 2.9 2.5 5.4
2026 5.2 3.9 9.1



Although our baseline growth scenario assumes that the number of piers
served will remain unchanged, a significant capacity increase would be required
to make this growth happen. Our forecasts have assumed that larger boats will not
be used and therefore that they will have to run more frequently to provide addi-
tional capacity. This in itself would generate additional growth in demand, and it
is predicted that a ten-minute service will be needed before 2016. 

But this increase in boat capacity also assumes that additional capacity is avail-
able at piers. Given that spare pier capacity is currently unavailable at peak times,
this clearly implies that both tighter management of docking times and invest-
ment in new infrastructure will be required.

Calculating Future Demand
So how can we reliably estimate future demand from river services? The answer, as
with all forward projections, is that forecasting the future is difficult and certainty
diminishes the farther ahead we look. 

Demand at new piers is based on the population living within an 800m walk-
ing distance to the pier. In the case of new developments, the potential market
share is calculated from predictions of total occupancy living within 800m of the
piers. In the absence of predictions of the 800m isochrone from development
master plans, a pedshed value of 75% has been assumed. The proportion of these
residents commuting to the defined destination zones within the Isle of Dogs and
Central London was derived from travel-to-work patterns in the 2001 census.
These were then adjusted for the predicted growth in jobs in each zone. We
assume as a conservative baseline that boats have an average 20% of mode share
within the 800m isochrones of the existing piers.

Changes to frequency of service and fares have been calculated on the basis of
estimated elasticities of 0.4 and -1.2 respectively. These estimates are derived from
past changes in demand experienced by the operator following changes in fares and
frequency of service. Therefore if the frequency of boats doubles from three to six
boats an hour, demand is estimated to increase by 40%. Elasticity falls to 0.1 once
frequency rises to one boat every ten minutes and is assumed to be negligible for
frequencies higher than one boat every five minutes, a “turn-up-and-go” service.
Frequency has to grow with demand to accommodate extra passengers; this in turn
increases demand, requiring an iterative approach to find the optimum balance.

It is never possible to include all relevant factors when forecasting demand and
therefore we have assumed that service reliability, operating hours, speed restric-
tions and local marketing will not change. The impact of changes to competing
public transport services is also not included, although the arrival of Crossrail in
2017 will increase competition from rail for commuters living around Woolwich
Arsenal and Canary Wharf.

Our principal goal has been to estimate commuter demand for river boats and
therefore leisure demand has not been forecast in detail. Instead we have assumed
that it will grow in line with overseas tourist visits to London.49 However, future
leisure demand will depend on a variety of factors, not least the popularity of the
O2 arena and the attractions in Greenwich. Similarly, a variety of product and
pricing strategies can be employed to target specific segments of the leisure
market, such as partnership with tour buses and/or Greenwich attractions.
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New Opportunities
Several other market opportunities for the Thames river boat service have been
under discussion recently. From November 2009, Thames Clippers services have
accepted payment on board by Oyster. Thereafter there will be no technological
barrier to incorporating river services into the London Travelcard system. Integra-
tion with other modes of public transport, as discussed in Chapter 5, is a key rec-
ommendation of this report. From the perspective of a daily river boat commuter,
this would deliver a small reduction in the cost of a season ticket but, importantly,
it would also eliminate the need to pay additional single fares when using other
modes of public transport. From our model we estimate that this change in fare
structure would increase total patronage by 16%.

There are a considerable number of potential pier locations in East London.
These include both new projects and existing structures that could be converted.
In many cases, new developments offer the potential to bring piers into service.
Although it may not be possible to bring all the identified piers into operation, a
potential increase in patronage of up to 20% is achievable if all boats serve the
main hub piers and a “skipping” service serves the smaller piers. 

There is also scope to tap into new developments in West London (Chelsea
Harbour, Battersea Power Station), while securing a regular timetabled service to
Putney. Due to the nature of the bridges, piers and tidal conditions, the choice of
vessel is constrained in this section of the river and it is not possible to extend
current services westwards. For this reason, forecasts are based on a separate stop-
ping service between Putney and Central London. Demand for such a service is
forecast to be in the region of 350,000 passengers per annum. This would relieve
Putney, one of the worst pinch-points in the Tube network, as well as serving areas
which currently have very poor connec-
tivity, such as Battersea. Options for this
service are discussed in Chapter 7.

Another suggestion is to attract
passengers from the Thames Gateway
region through the provision of park-
and-ride piers close to the M25. Varying
amounts of parking already exist at commuter rail stations in the area, but growth
is clearly constrained by competing demands for space close to transport hubs. By
contrast, park-and-ride sites adjacent to the riverside could be established in areas
with fewer competing uses and lower land values. These piers would have to offer
competitively priced parking spaces and peak-time express services into Canary
Wharf and Central London (and some level of service would also be required
outside peak hours). The potential market for such services is expected to be in
the region of about 400,000 trips annually. 

All the models run demonstrate potential demand for river services. Even with
no changes to the service, demand will grow, yet with some specific changes and
well designed development, it could grow even more. Two simple operational
changes – integration into the existing TfL payment structure with Oyster,
Travelcards and season tickets, and the introduction of skipping services which
improve travelling times by reducing the number of stops on each service –
would have an effect even before adding an upgraded and expanded western serv-
ice and the potential for park-and-ride from the M25. 
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“Even with no changes to the service, demand

will grow, yet with some specific changes and well

designed development, it could grow even more ”



The combined impact of the new services proposed under this model is
impressive. Total patronage could quadruple to at least 12 million passengers per
annum by 2026. This compares well with, for example, the Waterloo and City line
of the London Underground network, which carries 9.6 million passengers annu-
ally at present.50 Three-quarters of the demand would be from non-leisure users,
making it a key part of London’s commuting infrastructure. As an integrated part
of the normal transport network, river services clearly have a significant contri-
bution to make.

Previous studies of river services have often underestimated how much
demand there is. These services have shown a tendency to create their own
demand as the huge surge in Thames Clippers’ service shows. Our forecasts here
should therefore be taken as conservative.
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Figure 7: Forecast annual passengers

Table 5: Percentage increases in demand if our recommendations
were implemented now

Service % increase in 2009

Integration with Travelcard, Oyster and Season Tickets 11%

Expansion into skipping service 20%

Adding West London 12%

Adding Park and Ride 14%

Total for All New Services 45%



5
Business Case for Expanding River
Services
Paul Buchanan51  

Introduction 
The demand analysis in the previous chapter has shown that there is potential for
commuter trips by river boat to quadruple to 12 million a year by 2026. It has
taken into account a range of factors that influence the size of the potential mar-
ket and the willingness of Londoners to switch from other forms of transport to
the river. To meet this demand, investment in boats and piers will be required, in
particular to manage large flows of passengers at peak times. Is there a sound fi-
nancial business case for this investment?

The business case this relies on certain assumptions, and growth in river services
will doubtless be an evolutionary process, growing with the redevelopment of the
parts of the city they will serve. As such, a business case projected over twenty years
is subject to significant uncertainty. It may well be that growth exceeds or under-
shoots the demand projections in different areas, or that some redevelopments
come late or early. Part of the benefit of the river as a transport investment is the
flexibility involved. As demand grows, so can supply because of the ease of adding
new boats or piers. This makes the river unlike tube or rail projects, which can have
too much capacity in early years and be unable to grow later on. The river can
respond to the changing city in a way many other transport projects cannot.  

We now consider the financial viability of providing new river services, routes
and destinations, given the potential for growth in demand. The business case
compares the costs and revenues of running the additional services which were
outlined in the previous section. 

This analysis shows that with integration into the network and a subsidy
matching that enjoyed by London Buses, river services are financially viable. Even
excluding leisure services, with these changes the river can become an integral
part of London’s transport network without excessive cost.

Costs
Boats 
The main costs faced by the river boat services are boats, piers and operating costs.
The expansion of existing services will require additional boats both to run more
often and to serve more destinations. This is in addition to the extra boats necessary
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to meet the projected increase in demand from the rise in the riverside population.
There is also the cost of replacing existing boats. According to Thames Clippers the
average cost of a boat is £3 million and its average service lifetime is roughly 18
years. We have annualised these figures, effectively assuming the boats are leased or
bought with a loan.

Table 6 sets out the size of the boat fleet required to run the new services in each
of the forecast years. These estimates are of course subject to the growth of the serv-
ice and the areas being served. Given uncertainty about development, these are
maximum estimates, not cast-iron forecasts. These would rely on sufficient demand
materialising to make the capital investment worthwhile. The skipping service may
well be delivered using fewer boats as some piers will develop larger markets than
others, for example, and the below assumes all envisaged piers come to fruition
with a ten-minute service. The actual size of the fleet may be less if some areas are
served less frequently or are not redeveloped to their maximum potential.

Operating costs
Rather than attempt to estimate separate costs for staffing, fuel, repair and mainte-
nance of boats for different services, we have applied an average price of £8.40 per
boat kilometre as the parameter for estimating operating costs. This is calculated
from cost information supplied to us by Thames Clippers and an estimate of the
total distance covered each year by all its existing services. By way of comparison,
the average cost of running a bus service is roughly £2.50 per vehicle kilometre,
while the cost of operating the London Underground is around £35 per train kilo-
metre. River services require more staff and fuel than buses but have much lower
infrastructure, maintenance and staff costs than the Underground.

Piers
Chapter 6 goes into the detail of piers, considering what investment is required and
where. This report argues that the piers in Central London are of crucial strategic
importance for the success of river services and the wider river economy and that
the costs of upgrading, extending and expanding piers should be borne by TfL. We
estimate that the cost of providing first-class piers for the busiest and most im-
portant stretch of the river is between £15 and £30 million.

On the rest of the river financing piers is inevitably going to be developer-led.
Section 106 agreements can be used to require that new developments provide a
pier.52 As the redevelopment of East London’s Docklands and Thames Gateway
continues there will be new projects of sufficient scale to justify a pier. The cost
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Table 6: Estimated fleet size required for new services 

Fleet size required 2009 2016 2026

Existing services 9 19 33

Existing services with change in fares 11 27 44

Existing services plus skipping service 21 43 66

West London service 10 12 19

Park-and-ride 4 4 4

All new services 35 59 89



of these should be borne by the developers. None of the pier costs discussed in
this report are intended to be borne by boat operators.

Revenues
Fares
The estimate of revenues is based purely on the number of annual trips multiplied
by an average fare split between those paying the current walk-on fare (with the
Travelcard discount to £3.35) and those using a monthly season ticket (cost £100).
It excludes revenue generated from leisure trips (mostly daytime travel) or from
other sources such as advertising. Estimating the impact of incorporating river serv-
ices into the Travelcard is slightly trickier as Travelcard prices are based on zones and
it is uncertain what proportion of the revenue will go to the operator. In the absence
of hard data it is assumed that the price effect represents a 33% reduction in the cost
of a monthly clipper season ticket, with all revenues going to the operator. This is an-
other area where changes made now will have long-run effects. While current pas-
sengers are relatively insensitive to price changes, expanding the service may bring
in new passengers who are not so insensitive, while the dynamic effects of integra-
tion are inherently unpredictable. The growth of river services will shape and be
shaped by the financial performance, which will largely rely on revenues from op-
eration. Fine-tuning these to optimise demand will be crucial as the service grows.

Subsidy 
Thames Clippers currently receives an operating subsidy from TfL of approximately
£370,000 a year which is also incorporated into this analysis and is assumed to re-
main constant in real terms. This equates to around 14p per passenger this year,
which is well below all other public transport subsidy levels in London.
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Modelling Revenue from Leisure Services

Modelling revenues from leisure passengers is more complicated than from commuter

traffic, hence its exclusion from much of this analysis. The predicted commuter demand

is based on growing residen3al and commercial development which is rela3vely well

understood. Leisure travel is much more seasonal but also depends on external factors

such as the O2, Ba4ersea Power Sta3on and even the fire on the Cu4y Sark.

The present service roughly breaks even. On commuter traffic only it makes a small

loss; leisure travel makes up the gap. What is harder to predict is how leisure travel will

grow with an upgraded service. It may well be that, as in Brisbane, making the service

be4er integrated and more frequent will result in a step change which could be of even

greater benefit to leisure travellers than commuters.

In the previous chapter leisure customers were forecast to make up around a quarter

of passengers. This means that they will provide a substan3al revenue stream, especially

as they will pay full fares much more o$en than commuter passengers. On this basis, any

service opera3ng at a small loss on commuter numbers would s3ll be breaking even.

Robert McIlveen



The Impact of New Services
Table 8 summarises the results of the outline business case for the new services
without a change in subsidy or savings from integration. This is presented as the
average annual profit/loss of the first and second ten years of operations in pres-
ent values. All the operations are projected to be loss-making with the exception
of the park-and-ride service. 

In terms of the level of loss per passenger the figures range from 10p to
£13.73. The analysis shows why the private sector has not sought to develop more
extensive commercial river services and why river passenger services will remain
a niche operation without intervention similar to that provided for other forms
of public transport.
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Table 7: Subsidy levels for different modes of transport53 

Service Subsidy per passenger

Bus 33p

Tube 56p

DLR 33p

River – Thames Clippers 14p

Table 8: Summary of financial case for first and second ten-
year periods, net average annual financial impact (£ million)

Proposed service option 2010-2019 2020-2029

Existing services -1.6 -2.4

Existing services with change in fares -3.3 -4.5

Skipping service -5.5 -4.4

West London service -6.2 -9.8

Park-and-ride -0.04 0.3

Skipping service + west London service -11.7 -14.1

Skipping service + park-and-ride -5.5 -4.0

All new services -11.7 -13.8

Table 9: Net average annual operating profit/loss per passenger (£) 

Proposed service option 2010-2019 2020-2029 

Existing services -0.32 -0.30

Existing services with change in fares -0.59 -0.48

Skipping service -0.98 -0.46

West London service -13.63 -13.73

Park-and-ride -0.10 0.65

Skipping service + west London service -1.91 -1.37

Skipping service + park-and-ride -0.91 -0.41

All new services -1.78 -1.27



As with other forms of public transport the requirement to provide a large
number of services to cope with high levels of demand in the peak periods which
are then not required in the off-peak period is a major factor in the high level of
operating deficit. 

The West London river service performs particularly badly from a financial
point of view. This is mainly due to the new services having only a small impact
on journey convenience for many commuters travelling from the west. In addi-
tion, operating costs are higher since western services require smaller boats due
to the water levels at low tide on this stretch of the Thames. This means more boats
are required to carry a smaller number of passengers.

A higher subsidy level
At present Thames Clippers receives around a third of the level of subsidy per
passenger carried as is paid to London Buses. This report argues that river serv-
ices should be integrated with the rest of the network, so raising the subsidy to
at least a comparable level to buses would be a logical step. Table 10 summarises
the financial impact of increasing the passenger subsidy to the same level as
buses.

Business Case for Expanding River Services
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Table 10: Impact of increasing the per passenger subsidy to
33p, net average annual financial impact (£ million)

Proposed service option 2010-2019 2020-2029

Existing services -0.4 0.0

Existing services with change in fares -1.8 -1.7

Skipping service -3.6 -1.2

West London service -6.1 -9.5

Park-and-ride 0.1 0.5

Skipping service + west London service -9.6 -10.7

Skipping service + park-and-ride -3.5 -0.7

All new services -9.5 -10.2

Table 11: Impact of increasing the subsidy per passenger to 33p,
net average annual operating profit/loss per passenger (£)

Proposed service option 2010-2019 2020-2029

Existing services -0.07 -0.01

Existing services with change in fares -0.33 -0.18

Skipping service -0.65 -0.13

West London service -13.30 -13.40

Park-and-ride 0.23 0.98

Skipping service + west London service -1.58 -1.04

Skipping service + park-and-ride -0.58 -0.08

All new services -1.45 -0.94



This would support the existing services and park-and-ride and bring other
services closer to breaking even. While subsidy alone is not sufficient to deliver a
successful, expanded service, as part of a package of changes to how the river is
run it will support the growth of river services. In terms of supporting the growth
of services a subsidy may well be vital – the example of Woolwich Arsenal pier is
instructive. In this case, a significant subsidy in the first year – equivalent to £4.30
per passenger – fell to just 54p per passenger in two years.54 Front-loading
subsidy as a way to kick-start services may well be the best way to support the
development of river services.

The vital role of integration
The full integration of Thames boat services into the Oystercard fares system will
have a dramatic effect on the finances of river services. Once passengers can use
river services as seamlessly as they can the other modes of transport in London the
service becomes much more attractive than when they have to pay cash for the
boat then use Oyster for everything else. It would also do away with the need for
separate season tickets for river services. There is room for efficiency savings and
some economies of scale as the service is expanded with integration, with poten-
tially a more dynamic effect as seen in Brisbane. This makes a big difference to the
viability of services, leading to the long-term profitability of most routes. An 18%
saving in operating costs from integrating ticketing and other systems would rad-
ically improve the financial performance of the service leading in the long term to
virtually all routes (except the West London service) being able to be operated on
a fully commercial basis. Even West London services, the weakest of those consid-
ered, are within range of being made viable with a combination of sponsorship,
leisure trips and potential subsidy from developers, especially Battersea Power Sta-
tion.

The level of subsidy per passenger required to support services till they
reach commercial viability is reasonable once the West London service is
stripped out and in the long term an extensive network of river services
appears to be viable.

At a Rate of Knots
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Table 12: Operators’ profit/loss after fully integrating services
into TfL fares and networks, net average annual financial impact
(£ million)

Proposed service option 2010-2019 2020-2029

Existing services 3.7 16.8

Existing services with change in fares 2.0 15.0

Skipping service -1.2 10.2

West London service -4.2 -2.4

Park-and-ride 0.4 1.2

Skipping service + west London service -5.4 7.8

Skipping service + park-and-ride -0.8 11.4

All new services -5.0 9.0



Public transport has wider economic benefits. These are not as simple to model
as a straight commercial business case, but are potentially significant. The benefits
to London’s regeneration, in particular in the Thames Gateway could be large,
helping to drive the economic development of a historically poor part of the city.
Putting a monetary value on this is subject to sufficient uncertainty that we have
not attempted to include it in the analysis.

Non-financial benefits also include better quality of life for passengers shift-
ing from other forms of transport to high quality river services. Other
travellers would benefit from reduced overcrowding on existing transport
services. 

Conclusion 
Expanding river services to take the increased demand anticipated is financially vi-
able with the right structural changes. With integration into the TfL ticketing struc-
ture, costs fall and passenger numbers increase, as happened in Brisbane. The costs
to the public purse are small compared to TfL’s other projects; the real challenge is
making the right changes to ticketing and operations. Subsidy is probably required
to support growing services. Given the current low level of subsidy compared to
other modes of transport and the relatively small size of the river sector, this should
not present an excessive cost to TfL.

Growth in the population provides a robust basis for projecting passenger
numbers. It is reasonable to assume that the current trend in growth of the
riverside population will continue. On this basis the business case for
expanded services from the east looks viable in the long term, but only if the
service is fully integrated into the TfL ticketing system. Oyster in particular
provides the opportunity for efficiency savings that strengthen the business
case. Being part of the TfL network will also provide more stability in service
planning and investment, allowing cheaper financing of new and replace-
ment boats. As the redevelopment of the eastern stretches of the river
continues, the river can provide flexible, cost-effective transport which grows
with the city.
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Table 13: Impact of fully integrating services into TfL fares and
networks without upgraded subsidy, net average annual
operating profit/loss per passenger (£) 

Proposed service option 2010-2019 2020-2029

Existing services 0.72 2.01

Existing services with change in fares 0.33 1.51

Skipping service -0.27 1.02

West London service -9.33 -3.48

Park-and-ride 0.82 2.31

Skipping service + west London service -0.94 0.71

Skipping service + park-and-ride -0.19 1.08

All new services -0.82 0.79
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Cost in Context: TfL’s Other Projects 

The costs of expanding river services to TfL are very small beer in comparison with some

of their other projects. For example, the new Docklands Light Railway extension to

Woolwich, opened in January 2009, is projected to deliver an extra five million journeys

a year at a cost of £180 million.55 Quite rightly, nobody ques3oned the spending of this

money on the grounds that it would deliver only the same capacity as a bus route – the

argument o$en used against the much cheaper river services. 

Phase 1 of the East London Line upgrade extension, the largest single transport

improvement project under construc3on in London, is projected to deliver an extra

23.8 million journeys a year at a cost of £900 million.56 The Croydon Tramlink is carry-

ing 26.5 million passengers a year; it cost £200 million.57 These projects, although all

welcome, make the Thames a much more a4rac3ve project for delivering millions of

extra journeys at much lower cost.

Andrew Gilligan

Table 14: Cost per extra journey of selected projects excluding operating subsidy

Project Total Cost Total Extra Cost per 
to Public Journeys Journey

East London Line extension £900 million 23.8 million £37

DLR extension to Woolwich £180 million 5 million £36

Croydon Tramlink £200 million 26.5 million £7.50

River services proposals £30 million 9 million £3.33



6
Piers
Cynthia Grant

Most transport infrastructure is expensive, slow to build and difficult to fit into
the physical spaces of a historic city. London’s river services are the exception. The
city grew up on the Thames precisely because of the river’s transport advantages.
Today the only infrastructure needed to enable river services to flourish is the
piers. 

Although there is a public right of navigation, use of London’s river is effec-
tively rationed through the availability of piers and moorings. Many of the busiest
piers are publicly owned and services that use these piers are licensed by London
River Services, a subsidiary of Transport for London. Several important piers are
in private hands, however, notably London Eye (Waterloo), Canary Wharf and
London Bridge. For river services to flourish, Central London’s piers need to be
upgraded, extended and managed by TfL. At the same time TfL should take
responsibility for river services and reduce congestion through air traffic control-
style management.

Outside Central London, TfL need not take such a hands-on approach. New
piers should be developed as part of the general redevelopment taking place in
Docklands and at Battersea. These can be delivered through consistent use of
Section 106 agreements in the planning process for new developments.

Future Growth
As the number and frequency of both transport and tourism river services increase,
so will the pressure on pier capacity. So far, however, no significant public funds
have been budgeted for river infrastructure. The Thames concordat has identified
essential pier requirements but this has not yet been transformed into a strategic
plan.

Private developers with sites on or close to the Thames are showing increased
interest in encouraging river services and developing piers. Berkeley Homes, for
example, is providing a subsidy to Thames Clippers to serve its residential devel-
opment at Woolwich.58 As discussed in Chapter 3, the residential population in
Thames Gateway is expected to grow faster than any other part of the capital, and
there is also considerable residential growth upstream of Westminster.

London’s river services cannot grow sufficiently unless the capacity and spread
of its piers are vastly improved and extended, a situation which is increasingly
recognised. 
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Since 2000, when Transport for London and its subsidiary, London River
Services, took ownership of a number of important piers, there has been marked
progress in improving pier infrastructure after decades of neglect. With money
from various sources, including the Millennium Commission, TfL, and the private
sector, major changes have been made to Greenwich, Tower, Blackfriars,

Embankment and Westminster piers.
New piers have been built at North
Greenwich (QEII Millennium Pier),
Bankside, Millbank, and at Waterloo
(London Eye Millennium Pier). All of
this infrastructure investment has
helped to foster the huge growth in
river services between 2000 and 2009. 

There is still a long way to go. The
changes so far have revealed how much unsatisfied demand there is. That the
growth in traffic to date has exceeded all forecasts made in 2000 suggests that
future growth is also likely to be higher than expected. 

The London Olympics in 2012 can provide a further impetus to river transport
development. As the millennium celebrations showed, the combination of a fixed
deadline and the political imperative to display London at its best can produce
huge change over a very short period. Although the original Olympic submission
did not make much of the river’s role, the ODA has since researched its potential
contribution more fully, and wants to ensure adequate infrastructure at locations
such as Tower Hill. There is a commitment to improving river infrastructure, not
only to provide river services during the Games but also as a long-term legacy. 

The Power of Piers 
The key to being able to run reliable and efficient scheduled public transport serv-
ices on the Thames is to ensure that there is sufficient berthing capacity at the Cen-
tral London piers, and that these piers are rigorously managed. Pier capacity,
amenity and quality between Tower and Westminster all need to be increased and
improved. 

The piers in this stretch of river will continue to see the most demand for both
boarding and alighting passengers and for a very quick turnaround of boats, as
Central London is going to be the destination of choice for the majority of
passenger river trips. If the capacity shortfall of these central piers is not
addressed, then it does not matter how good the piers are in the outer reaches of
the river, boats will be waiting for berths when they reach the centre and will fall
behind their schedule. Given that frequency and reliability are crucial to demand
for services, this could be a huge disadvantage if not successfully addressed. 

If the owners of piers, whether public authorities or private owners, commit-
ted to upgrading and extending them then the private sector boat operators
would find it easier to justify investment in new boats and be better placed to
raise the finance necessary. In other words, if the public sector orchestrates and
supports the delivery of the key piers and manages them effectively, then the
private sector can play its part by funding the fleets necessary to operate a higher
level of service. This would be a genuine public-private partnership.
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“As the millennium celebrations showed, the

combination of a fixed deadline and the political

imperative to display London at its best can

produce huge change over a very short period ”



What To Do with Piers
The piers in the core of Central London are well placed to serve the area’s large
labour force. Each needs improving in different ways and there are also a limited
number of locations where new piers could be added. Wherever possible, new de-
signs should allow for segregation between scheduled services and charter boats
to accommodate the particular needs of each sector. Where this is not possible,
there will always be a need for a management regime which encourages boats to
follow docking rules and timetables and penalises infractions. Pier masters should
be employed, with powers to issue fines or deny operators pier access if necessary,
and be backed up by CCTV.

The capital investment necessary would be £15-30 million, a sum which for
the most part would have to be borne by the public sector. A new pier and asso-
ciated waiting facilities can cost anything of the order of £1-5 million once all
costs have been included.59 A study done for the developers of Battersea Power
Station in 2006, a study in which both PLA and TFL participated in, recom-
mended that all the key piers in central London would need to have at least one
berth  added. Recent pier constructions have ranged from £1 million at Woolwich
to £3 million at some of the Central London piers.60 Improvement/extension
costs can range from £200,000 to £3 million, but the Thames concordat working
groups are exploring cheaper options.61 As discussed in Chapter 7, all the key
piers in central London would need at least one extra berth.

TfL is best placed to research and make a business case to justify this investment
– and there is an excellent case to be made. If there is also a political imperative
to improve river services, it should be possible to find the money to bring a major
benefit to London. 
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59 TfL quote a figure of £4-5 mil-

lion for the pier at Millbank al-

though this includes excellent

facilities 

60 “BA London – Millennium

Wheel Eye Pier”,

http://www.beckettrankine.com/

PS/97-030_BALondonEye-Millen-

niumWheelPier_HQ.pdf and

“Royal Arsenal Pier”,

http://www.beckettrankine.com/

PS/99-

038_RoyalArsenalPier_HQ.pdf, ,

Beckett Rankine Partnership

61 “Parkview Ferry Study – River

Services for Services Power Sta-

tion”, Beckett Rankine Partner-

ship, January 2006

Balancing Demand for Pier Access

Demand for pier space must be balanced between the three elements of the market –

fast passenger services, leisure/tourist cruises and charter services. Compe33on be-

tween these three elements can lead to conflicts at piers and between operators. For

fast passenger services the priority is to minimise the “dwell” 3me at piers in order to

ensure that 3metables are strictly met and penal3es not incurred. It is therefore crucial

that a berth is available on arrival and that passengers can get on and off efficiently. 

For the other boats dwell 3me can be longer and more flexible. Leisure/tourist serv-

ices operate on a schedule but are more relaxed services designed for enjoyment;

passenger boarding and aligh3ng is o$en slower. Charter services, used for corporate

events or private par3es have a very different business model that requires them to be

in a specific loca3on at a specific 3me with a longer dwell 3me, which may be

extended to accommodate latecomers.

The main conflicts between these services occur because of extended dwell 3mes so

that a berth is s3ll occupied when another vessel arrives. The best solu3on is to segre-

gate services wherever possible, which has implica3ons for pier size and provision.

Possible charter piers include Savoy, Fes3val, Somerset House or even a new pier at

North Greenwich. Where segrega3on is not possible, rigorous enforcement of scheduled

dwell 3mes is necessary which requires TfL to take a strategic management approach.



The other advantage is that this is something that could be done relatively quickly.
With the right approach and drive from TfL and the mayor, several of the Central
London piers could be upgraded and improved before 2012, and the remainder by
2015. If the public sector makes this investment in London’s river “bus stops”, then
the private sector will respond by investing in boats and new services. 

This analogy reflects what happens on land with bus services. The highway
authority locates and maintains the bus stops and bus lanes, and the private sector
responds to TfL’s request for services by buying and maintaining bus fleets and
tendering for service operations. There is no reason why the same model should not
work on the river. TfL already licenses service proposals on the Thames, and ensures
a balance between different and competing operations and routes. This role could
be extended to include forward planning of river route proposals which could be
shared with other river interests and tested for navigational implications by the PLA.

Ownership, Management and Traffic Control
In order to ensure the efficient turnaround of boats, so that they can meet their
schedules, as many of the Central London piers as possible should be brought
under the ownership and/or management of the TfL subsidiary, London River Serv-
ices. Some, such as Westminster or Embankment pier, are already owned and op-
erated by LRS, whereas others, such as London Bridge City, are in private hands.
Buying those piers which the owners are prepared to sell, and reaching agreements
for managing the schedules of those piers which can not be bought, is essential for
enabling the air traffic control-style traffic and pier management needed to man-
age traffic on the river.

LRS should also manage the busiest piers outside the central area, such as
Canary Wharf and Greenwich. Others may be added to this list as services develop
and passenger numbers grow.

Placing LRS in a position to manage all the schedules of boats in Central
London would be a powerful way to maximise the existing capacity of the river.
Air traffic control-style scheduling and strict implementation of slots at piers will
reduce congestion and enable much better services for all companies operating
on the river. All piers should be provided with real time information about ”next
boat” arrival, and in addition it should be possible to make boat schedule infor-
mation available to mobiles as is being done for outer London bus services.

LRS will need expansion to meet this challenge as it is presently very over-
stretched and understaffed. 

Some piers need upgrading or extending to enable the full potential of river
transport to be met. Where they are operating close to capacity and boats are
impeding each other, or where the pier is in poor condition and in need of
modernisation, the work could, for little cost, have a large impact. As riverside
developments continue, there are also locations where piers could usefully be
built. 

There are public benefits from TfL investing a relatively small amount of money
in upgrading the piers in London. Reduced congestion and better management
would produce a more efficient service which could take the strain from other
services. Compared to the cost per passenger journey of other projects delivered,
this investment is excellent value.
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62 “River Thames Pier Proposals”,

Scott Wilson 

Table 15: Key Piers in need of upgrading, extension or
(re)building with costs (excluding design, land and other fees) by
2012

Pier What needs doing Pier Improvement cost 

Westminster Extension £200-250,000

Embankment Extension £300-500,000

Savoy Rebuild £2 – 5 million

London Eye Extension £0.5 – 1 million 

Festival Extension £300 – 800,000

Somerset House New £2.5 – 5 million

Blackfriars Extension £300-800,000

London Bridge Rebuild £2.5 – 5 million

Tower Extension £200 – 800,000

St Katharine’s Upgrade £100 – 500,000

Total £9.4 – 20.7 million

London’s Piers: Summary 

The proposals for the majority of London’s piers, exis3ng and proposed have been sum-

marised in a report commissioned by the LDA in 2008.62 A working group managed by

London River Services is examining its proposals and will make its recommenda3ons to

the mayor’s Thames concordat at the end of 2009. The list below summarises the issues

for the most strategically important piers only:

Tower Millennium Pier was rebuilt and formally opened with its new name in July 2000.

It is on the north side of the river just west of Tower Bridge and is owned and managed

by LRS. A sec3on of the pier is dedicated for use as a small cruise terminal, and this part

of the pier acts as an interna3onal point of entry for passengers from cruise ships

moored next to HMS Belfast or east of Tower Bridge.

Tower Pier is used by both commuter and leisure services and is also available for

charter boats. Tower Hill, Tower Gateway, Fenchurch Street, Aldgate and Aldgate East

sta3ons are all located within 15-minutes walk.

Tower Pier is currently opera3ng close to capacity. TfL and the Olympic Delivery

Authority plan to increase its capacity to serve visitors in 2012. Any extension to Tower

Pier would be simpler, and less expensive, if cruise ships and their passengers were

relocated to the south bank next to HMS Belfast.

St Katharine’s Pier is located just to the east of Tower Bridge and is privately owned

and managed. Its proximity to Tower Pier means that it could provide a relief role and,

without being formally renamed, could be used as “Tower East” when necessary.

Swan Lane Pier is on the north side of the river, to the west of Tower Pier. It is privately

owned and managed and is the opera3onal base of a private leisure operator. It is close
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63 Unpublished report

to Cannon Street, Monument and Bank sta3ons, and is very well placed to serve a large

catchment in the City. As part of redevelopment proposals for the adjacent property, the

City of London Corpora3on has secured an agreement from the developer that the pier

will be acquired when it becomes vacant. The inten3on is that it should be upgraded to

accommodate river passenger services. It would be a highly desirable riverbus stop for

scheduled commuter services.

Blackfriars Millennium Pier is located just to the west of Blackfriars Bridge, and is owned

and managed by LRS. It is close walking distance from Blackfriars and St Paul’s, and has

the poten3al for excellent interchange with Thameslink when it reopens. With Thames-

link closed, it is currently served by commuter services from both west and east London

in peak hours only.

This pier is very well located to serve a wide catchment in the City. Although it has

enough capacity for current opera3ons, when Thameslink reopens there will be all-day

demand here and an extension of the pier will be needed.

Signage to this pier is very poor. It is very hard to locate as a pedestrian unless you

know exactly where to go, and you have to cross a major junc3on and very busy roads

to access it.

Somerset House has recently carried out a feasibility study to review the poten3al for

a new pier in front of its building, next to the RNLI Lifeboat Pier.63 This new pier could

serve both Somerset House and a large catchment in Covent Garden and the Strand

area; it has the poten3al to be an important des3na3on pier for both tourists and com-

muters.

Embankment Pier is located close to Hungerford Bridge, and is owned and man-

aged by LRS. It is very usefully located adjacent to Embankment station, and sev-

eral Tube and mainline stations, including Charing Cross, are within a 15-minute

walk.

It currently serves both commuter and leisure services and is also a base for a char-

ter operator. Because of these shared uses its capacity is under pressure and some

upgrade is needed. This could be provided by the rebuilding of the adjacent pier at

Savoy, where the use of an exis3ng Bazalge4e sewer opening in the river wall should

make passenger access easy to design, and acceptable to the planning authority. The

current owners of Savoy Pier want to carry out this rebuild.

Westminster Millennium Pier is located just to the east of Westminster Bridge and is

owned and managed by LRS. The old pier was replaced and reopened as the Westmin-

ster Millennium Pier in 2000. It is used exclusively by leisure operators opera3ng sched-

uled services and charter boats, although its excellent loca3on and interchange facili3es

with the Jubilee and District lines mean that it would be very suitable for scheduled

public transport services. 

Increasing capacity at this pier is problema3c because of space and naviga3onal

constraints, so management of the use of pier space provides the best opportunity for

increased use, but an op3on for providing a new dedicated berth should also be

explored.
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London Eye Millennium Pier (Waterloo) was built in 2000, and was designed by archi-

tects Marks Barfield, who also designed the London Eye, and Millbank Millennium Pier.

It is owned and managed by London Eye (Merlin Entertainment /Tussauds), and the

services here are a mixture of scheduled leisure and commuter services, and charter op-

era3ons. This mix of leisure and commuter services means that the demand at this pier

is high and an increase in capacity is needed before 2012. 

Signage and informa3on to the pier also need to be improved to strengthen the

connec3on to Waterloo sta3on. There are also opportuni3es here to provide links to

the cycle hire scheme. 

Fes(val Pier (Waterloo East) is located next to the Royal Fes3val Hall, the Queen Eliza-

beth Hall, the Na3onal Theatre and the Hayward Gallery. It is owned by LRS and has

some spare capacity as most scheduled services are using the adjacent London Eye Pier. 

Bankside Pier serves both commuter and tourist services, and has a very mixed catch-

ment of office and residen3al users as well as the large visitor numbers generated by

Tate Modern, Oxo Tower and the Globe. With Tate Modern a4rac3ng around five mil-

lion visitors a year, there is enormous poten3al for increasing the use of this pier. For this

reason developers and occupiers of South Bank would like to see a second South Bank

pier between Fes3val and Bankside.

London Bridge City Pier is located by the More London development, next to HMS

Belfast. It is privately owned and has only recently begun to be an important commuter

service pier. It is very well placed to serve a large office and visitor catchment (Borough

Market, London Dungeon, Shad Thames and the GLA) and for interchange with Na3onal

Rail at London Bridge. It has the poten3al to be an important pier, with very high usage. 

The design and layout of the pier – it looks a bit like a floa3ng Chinese restaurant –

is not at all suited to mee3ng this poten3al, and the berthing space and passenger

facili3es are in urgent need of improvement. The most sa3sfactory outcome here

would be for TfL to come to an agreement with the current pier owners about the

future of the pier, and to rebuild and manage it to accommodate an increased service

level. The exis3ng pier could be moved to another loca3on or sold on.

Canary Wharf Pier, which is located on the western side of the Isle of Dogs in an area

with a huge office, retail and residen3al catchment, is owned by the Canary Wharf

Group. The pier is served by public transport river services from both east and west, as

well as a cross-river shu4le from Southwark. The use of Canary Wharf Pier con3nues to

grow steadily and the berthing facili3es need to be expanded. The proposal for a sec-

ond strategic pier for the Isle of Dogs, located on the eastern side of the peninsula, at

Wood Wharf, would mean that commuters travelling from the eastern end of the river

could have a considerably shorter journey than at present, as they would not have to

make the long trip past Greenwich in order to reach Canary Wharf – see route maps in

Chapter 7.



7
Routes
Cynthia Grant

Development of piers is crucial to open up capacity on the river and to enable new
routes to be established to serve wider reaches of the river with a much improved
service. The scheduled public transport routes which are operating on the Thames
have developed mainly through the initiative of private operators coupled with the
needs of riverside developers, as well as ad hoc opportunities arising from the
building of individual piers. They have also been influenced by physical constraints
on the river, such as bridge clearances, distance, and speed limits. 

The routes have evolved over time, and remain fluid as they can be amended
and changed, subject to negotiation with the licensing organisation, London
River Services. They are also very dependent on the boat fleets available, and on
the ability of operators to fund new boats when needed, as without a fleet of the
appropriate size and quality it is not possible to operate a reliable and frequent
scheduled service.  The longer the route, the more boats that are needed to oper-
ate it.

How Are Routes Decided?
At present no agency undertakes formal planning of routes in the way that happens
with bus routes on London’s roads. This is partly because routes have been initiated
almost entirely by private operators responding to the demands of the market. The
exception to this was the Millennium routes for 2000, tendered for on behalf of
the Dome. On the strength of winning this tender City Cruises bought several new
vessels, a significant investment risk that could not have been justified without the
expected business for travel to the Dome.

With no formal planning of future routes, the system works by individual
operators taking route suggestions to LRS and negotiating the proposal. LRS seeks
to ensure that no new service takes business away from existing services, whether
run by a commuter or tourist operator. It also consults with the PLA on any navi-
gational concerns a new service may raise. If LRS is satisfied that the proposal is
of value, does not cause commercial problems for other operators, or navigational
or pier capacity problems, then it will consider licensing a new service. This
approach raises questions regarding the competitive nature of river services –
competition should drive up standards and lead to diverse, well focused and
marketed services and it is questionable whether LRS should be able to block serv-
ices because of their impact on other operators.
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Figure 8. Existing Services

This system has worked up to now, after a fashion. However, with continuing
growth, it would be preferable for TfL to take a proactive lead in planning routes and
services, in discussion with the operators as necessary. With a route structure plan for
the whole river, and commitment to the improvement of key piers, TfL could consult
on plans for new services with all interested parties and ask for tenders. Operators
would then be able to justify the expansion and improvement of their fleets. The
length of contract that would be necessary to allow such major investment in boats
would be about 15 years. TfL would need to consider contracts of this length, with
possible break and review clauses at five-year intervals. There would be fierce compe-
tition for these routes, so TfL’s river team should manage the route procurement
process in a similar way to the London Buses team. In addition, it would need a dedi-
cated scheduling and enforcement team to ensure that service schedules were met
and that operators were observing good practice and dwell time agreements at piers.

Suggested Routes
The following are by no means the only way to deliver new services, which will
depend on how developments proceed, the boat operators’ plans and a range of
other variables. These route plans are included to illustrate the shape of a future river
plan. They have made certain basic assumptions:

1. West and east:
Because of the differing character and bridge constraints on the western and
eastern parts of the river, their optimal boat types and boat speeds are likely to
be different. The plans show two different but overlapping service patterns,
one to the east, and one to the west. In addition there may need to be an oper-
ational base at each end of the river to ensure that early morning services
could start up efficiently and be close to any staff base, although maintenance
should probably be rationalised at a single location.

2. Central Area:
The west and east services are assumed to have some overlap in the Central
London core. This area would be the destination for most passengers and the
piers would need the capacity for the number of stopping services proposed,
with segregation wherever possible between charter, tourist and commuter
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services. In order to maximise circulation easily around this core area there
should be a one-way anticlockwise loop service calling at all the main piers.
This would effectively be a London vaporetto, similar to Venice’s iconic service.

3. Limited stops 
As discussed in chapters 4 and 5, it is assumed that not all services have to run
from one end of a route all the way to the centre, stopping at every pier on the
way. It is desirable to minimise the number of stops whenever appropriate, as
dwell times and zigzagging routes can make journeys much longer than is desir-
able. Longer journey times and route lengths also require larger boat fleets, so
there is work to be done in providing an optimal balance on all these factors.

The routes illustrated propose a mixture and variety in the stops served, with the
assumption that when absolutely necessary passengers can interchange in the cen-
tral area to take a final hop on the vaporetto to their preferred destination, or use
one of London’s bridges or hire bikes to walk or cycle the final leg.
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Route Proposal 1. What could be running by 2012?

The routes illustrated for 2012 assume that pier capacity will have been increased at all the key central London piers and that new

piers will have been built at important loca3ons. In central London this would include Westminster, London Bridge City, London

Eye/Fes3val, Embankment/Savoy, Blackfriars, and Tower, where in each case one dedicated berth for passenger transport services

would need to be added. An addi3onal berth would also be needed at Canary Wharf and at Greenwich. If a new pier were  avail-

able at Swan Lane by this date that would be a great asset.

In East London new piers are shown at Wood Wharf and Greenwich Peninsular west; the la4er could supplement the present

QEII pier for scheduled services. It also shows a loop service using piers at a number of other exis3ng East London loca3ons just

for the dura3on of the Olympics. This includes piers at Minoco – for ExCel; Trinity Buoy Wharf, which could have a bridge link to

Canning Town interchange by this date; and Reuters, which connects to the DLR.

Figure 9: Proposed Routes for 2012

The services shown are essen3ally a development of those which are running today, but with the addi3on of some more limited

stop op3ons on the eastern routes and new services to Canary Wharf to coincide with peak demand in morning and evening. 

The exis3ng ferry between Hilton Docklands and Canary Wharf could be run more frequently, to be4er serve a Southwark catchment,

and a new ferry linking Wood Wharf, Greenwich Peninsula west and Reuters could provide a valuable interchange and link service.
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All of the services shown between Canary Wharf and Central London, and between Putney and Central London should have

a minimum 15-minute frequency, so that passengers would feel able to turn up and go without having to rely on 3metables. All

permanent piers would also have real 3me informa3on displayed showing next boat arrival 3mes. The average journey 3me

between Woolwich and Canary Wharf would be 30 minutes, between Putney and Waterloo 40 minutes, and between Canary

Wharf and Blackfriars 15 minutes

Route Proposal 2: A central London circular service by 2015?

This shows a simple stopping service which would circulate anticlockwise to all central London piers (where capacity permits)

on a five-minute frequency, using a small fleet of conventional vessels. They would not need to be high speed boats, but

would need to be manoeuvrable. They should also have a low air draft and a shallow water draft so that they would be able

to navigate through the outer bridge arches, leaving the centre lanes and arches to the faster services and tourist boats. Lim-

iting the amount of times that these boats would zigzag across the river means that they would create minimal navigational

interference.

Figure 10: Central London vaporetto service

Route Proposal 3. What could be in place by 2020?

By 2020 it is to be hoped that London’s central piers would be operating efficiently, with any capacity shortfalls addressed

and new piers in place at Somerset House and South Bank. Savoy Pier should have been reconstructed and be used in con-

junction with Embankment as Embankment East while potentially St Katharine’s could support Tower Pier when neces-

sary.

In the west it is to be hoped that a way will have been found to bring the exis3ng pier at Ba4ersea Power Sta3on into use.

Even if the development has not been completed by that date, agreement should be sought with the developer to use the pier

and to find a way to provide public access.



All of these proposals would of course require a major investment in boats,
boatyards and in crew recruitment and training. It is also worth saying that none
of the proposals are intended to replace the existing tourist services. Indeed these
should also grow and flourish in the new supportive climate, with clear differen-
tiation at piers for what is on offer. Just as open-top tourist buses and public
transport buses share roads but have separate bus stops, the river can make space
for both.

The principles have been discussed with the PLA and it supports the proposal
to have structured route planning and consultation. A strategic plan allows all the
key players to prepare for an expansion in services rather than have safety, sched-
uling and development occurring in isolation from each other. 
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Figure 11: Proposed Routes for 2020

Services from west and east can then be split further to serve a variety of piers, minimising duplica3on as far as possible and thus

shortening journey 3mes. To the east, services could extend past Woolwich to Erith, and to any park-and-ride sites which have been

iden3fied.

Frequencies could be increased, and all services would overlap with the central London loop boats.



8
Quality of Life and the
Environment
Zac Goldsmith

Quality of life is a key part of London politics. Air quality, traffic and congestion
are all problems raised when the local environment is discussed, and with good
reason. Travelling by river boat is an inherently more pleasant experience than
taking the Underground or bus and should be promoted for improving the qual-
ity of transport experienced by Londoners. It also has the potential to be rapidly
decarbonised, leading the greening of London’s transport network.

Quality of Life for Passengers
In terms of relaxation, space, light and fresh air the river beats the Tube, bus and
trains hands down. Even for those not directly on the river, there will be some ben-
efits. By relieving the worst pinch-points on the network, such as at Putney, com-
muters over a wider area can benefit. If a proportion of commuters from Putney
switch from the Tube to the river, commuters throughout the District Line will
enjoy a more comfortable journey.

Modal shift is the holy grail of public transport. Attempts to lure (or indeed,
tax) people out of their cars and on to buses and trains have seen little success.
River services, however, are different. As outlined earlier, in Brisbane the CityCat
service has resulted in a modal shift of around 250,000 journeys a year from
cars.64 Among the proposed new routes in Chapter 6 are park-and-ride riverbus
services specifically aimed at replacing around 400,000 car journeys a year.

The main advantages of a car – comfort, space, a guaranteed seat – are also
present on the boats. Thames Clippers even have a café-bar on board. For those
commuters who want to travel in comfort and for whom the routes are appro-
priate, the river offers a huge advantage over any other mode of transport. On its
own scale, the river could achieve a significant modal shift, enhancing quality of
life for people who use it and those whom they make space for.

Quality of Life for Riverside Communities
The really exciting thing about the river in terms of quality of life is the impact it
could have on some of London’s most deprived neighbourhoods. Take the Pepys Es-
tate in Lewisham, which is a stone’s throw from Greenland Pier. Integrating the
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service within the season ticket and Travelcard systems would make the service
more usable – and cost-competitive. It could be transformed from being a service
for more affluent residents of dockside apartments to become a key part of life in
one of South East London’s most challenging estates.

The role of river services in the regeneration of the Thames Gateway makes it
even more exciting from a quality of life perspective. By delivering economic
benefits and raising the quality of the transport infrastructure, the quality of life
for people in neglected districts can improve dramatically. Transforming neigh-
bourhoods from forgotten backwaters to prime riverside communities has the
potential to radically improve residents’ lives.
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Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

Beyond the local impact of river travel on people’s lives, what impact would an ex-

panded service have on London’s greenhouse gas emissions? Es3mates of the emis-

sions from river travel vary enormously. A briefing by the policy unit of TfL’s

commissioner states, “currently river CO₂ emissions per passenger kilometre are over

nine 3mes that of buses.” The briefing claims that high-speed riverboats generate an ex-

traordinary 795g of CO₂ per passenger km, against 83g for a bus and 78g for travel by

Tube.65 This es3mate is far more than even the most gas-guzzling car, and around five

3mes greater than a Boeing 737.66 TfL earlier es3mated the boats’ emissions at a rather

more modest 245g per passenger km, while Thames Clippers claim of 82g per passen-

ger km.67 This demonstrates not just the marvellous flexibility of sta3s3cs, but also the

lack of reliable data on the river opera3on. 

Bearing in mind the incredible range of figures for emissions per passenger km, we

can approach emissions for the sector as a whole as, hopefully, more accurate. The

total quan3ty of CO₂ emi4ed by all London's river passenger services last year was

13,312 tonnes.68 This includes all the tourist, disco boat and restaurant cruises as well

as commuter services. Given its year-round opera3on, its lengthy route and its

extended service day, we have es3mated that Thames Clippers accounts for 70% of

this amount, a total of 9,318 tonnes. To put that figure in perspec3ve, it is less than

half of the 21,747 tonnes carbon footprint of TfL’s corporate head office.69 

Clearly the CO₂ per passenger km figure depends on the number of passengers carried

and the distance those passengers travelled. TfL reached its 795g per passenger km figure

by assuming an average trip length on Thames Clippers of just 5km (3.1 miles)70 – less

than half the actual average trip length, according to the company.71 In order to achieve

its carbon emission claim, TfL must also have grossly underes3mated the average number

of passengers carried by each vessel – pu5ng it at perhaps as few as 20 passengers. The

operator of the services puts the average at around 120.72 This enormous discrepancy

would be at the heart of the similarly large difference in emissions figures. 

Unlike other London transport modes, there are no official published figures, inde-

pendent of those produced by the operator, for the distance travelled by river

passengers last year.73 However, we can independently approximate the total annual

distance travelled by the boats – 520,000 km.74 Dividing the service’s yearly carbon

footprint of 9,318 tonnes by that distance, and then dividing the result by 120 passen-

gers per boat, gives us a ball-park es3mate of the service’s CO₂ emissions. It comes out



Wash and Tides
The issue of wash, and the potential bank erosion caused by it, has been raised by
some objectors to an improved riverbus service. Interestingly, however, the most re-
cent available study, by Dredging Research for the Port of London Authority, sug-
gests that though the Thames Clippers vessels do cause the most wash, the reason
for their doing so is not their high speed, but the changes in their speed, includ-
ing those they must make to observe PLA speed restrictions. In the words of the re-
port, “there is no clear guide to a relationship between wave wash and... the speed
of the vessel... It is likely that the impact [of the Clippers’ wave wash signature] is
a function of different ranges of speed, e.g. slow, medium and fast speed, with the
ranges and the transfer between them producing distinctly different wave wash...
rather than being directly proportional to speed.”76

The Thames tides are another objection sometimes raised. The former mayor,
Ken Livingstone, used to say that a full river service was impossible because the
Thames has such a large tidal range. It is hard to understand where this view
comes from. At 6-7 metres, the tidal range of the Thames is considerable  and in
some parts of the river, it can indeed make life difficult for boats, with berthing
impeded at low tide and journey times changing from day to day with the chang-
ing direction of the tide. But these problems only affect sections upriver from
inner London. There is never a tide-related problem with berthing at any of the
piers from Putney eastwards which the service would use. The boats currently in
use have sufficiently powerful engines to keep to their timetables even when the
tide is against them.  

Environmental benefits
The proposed expansion of river services represents an opportunity to set an am-
bitious minimum emissions standard for new boats on the river so that operators
have an incentive to invest in cleaner boats now, and eventually take the most pol-
luting boats off the river. By encouraging the development of alternative fuels for
river services as well as promoting efficiency improvements with an emissions
standard, the environmental performance of river services can be dramatically im-
proved as they expand. 
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at 149g per passenger km, s3ll higher than a bus but vastly lower than TfL’s claim.75

Clearly be4er data is needed from independent sources to get es3mates based on real

journeys, but it is clear that TfL’s es3mate is way over the mark.

The service’s environmental performance is highly dependent on passenger

loadings. If the vessels, which have a capacity of 220, run with fewer than the

claimed average 120 passengers, they will be less environmentally friendly.

However, if the service were improved, promoted and integrated in the way this

report is recommending, the vessels could run with many more than 120 passen-

gers and thus achieve full CO₂ comparability with any other mode – even if they

were to remain diesel-fuelled.

Andrew Gilligan



Rather more exciting, though, is the boat service’s immense potential for swift
conversion to more sustainable fuels. Unlike the bus network, it is currently a
small operation, without huge numbers of legacy vehicles to replace or convert.
It also benefits from a relatively contained operating environment, presenting
fewer practical obstacles to using alternative fuels, including electrification or
even hydrogen. One operator is already undertaking a feasibility study into retro-
fitting the fleet; options include converting the diesel engines to use natural gas
or replacing the existing drive trains with electrical or hybrid drive systems. The
new vessels for the expansion of the service proposed in this report should be
sustainably fuelled from the start. 

River services offer quality of life improvements for the users of the service,
with dispersed benefits for other parts of the network. The potential to boost
economic development in some of London’s most neglected communities and to
improve the environmental performance of the service offer an exciting vision of
the Thames’ future. This is an opportunity which should not be missed.
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9
Boats, Frequency and Traffic
Robert McIlveen

Safety is of paramount importance in transport. The Marchioness disaster in 1989,
in which 51 people died, remains at the forefront of safety concerns on the river.
The Port of London Authority is the regulator for safety on the river, and issues
extensive guidance and regulation to maintain safety. The master of each boat has
responsibility for its safety, as do the owners for ensuring that it is operated in a
safe manner.77 

All large craft, including riverbuses, operating in the crowded central stretch of
the river are now required to carry a GPS-based automatic identification system,
which shows their position and the position of all other vessels, continually
updated, on a screen. 

All the riverbuses are also obliged to report the number of passengers they
have on board each time they cast off from a stop, so in the event of an emer-
gency the rescue services know exactly how many people they have to account
for. The Thames is also now patrolled by the Royal National Lifeboat Institution
and measures have been introduced to reduce the likelihood of vessel collisions. 

The river - including the busy freight port at Tilbury which takes most of the
traffic covered by the PLA -  had a median of two incidents (usually minor inci-
dents or near-misses) a month between 2005 and 2008. Compared to the 3,526
people killed or seriously injured on the roads, and between 4 and 9 accidental
deaths a year on the Tube, modern river services have never had a death or seri-
ous injury.78

Some further adjustments may be needed. Even now, as a vessel approaches a
pier, disembarking passengers bunch on the deck when a gate in the rails has
already been opened by a crewman. As the service becomes busier, crowding in
this area could become dangerous if people push forward from the rear before
the vessel is properly berthed and those at the front risk falling between vessel
and pier. Consideration should be given to implementing some of the measures
already found on heavily used urban ferry services elsewhere, such as using
ropes or chains to keep crowds back from open gates before the vessel is tied
up. 

The relationship between the tourist and leisure services and transport is also
important. The existing, profitable tourist and leisure services receive no subsidy
and have been a major feature of the river economy for decades. Transport serv-
ices would be faster but do require subsidy to compete with the other subsidised
transport systems in London. The model to follow here is that of the transport bus
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service and tourist buses which coexist perfectly happily, each serving their
distinct markets. The suggested sites for charter- or leisure-only piers in chapter 6
would make matters much better for all users of the river.

Congestion
The main safety issue to be addressed is the relationship between speed and con-
gestion. The river experiences congestion between Westminster and St Katharine’s
piers at peak times. This is particularly the case when other boats need to get
through, especially large boats which need to be towed by a tug and which have
limited manoeuvrability.80 

Congestion has two facets: congestion at piers, which has a major impact on
scheduling and speed of service, and congestion of the river more generally
which raises safety issues, in particular risk of collision. Four of the busiest piers
are manned during the day (Tower, Westminster, Embankment and Greenwich)
while the rest are not manned. At unmanned piers, responsibility for passengers’
safety rests with the boat’s master until they have disembarked.81 Clear signage,
secure gangways and gates and passenger control are among the key common-
sense requirements for safe pier operation. For manned piers this report
recommends a beefed-up piermaster role with responsibility for enforcing safety
and congestion rules and the power to issue penalties to operators in breach of
them.

Collisions are the most important danger to counter. This was the cause of the
Marchioness disaster and is a risk which must be minimised. Expansion of service
on the river requires the highest safety standards and much better management
of the traffic on the river. Air traffic control-style management which is robustly
enforced will enable much safer operation for all with increased volumes.

Scheduling is clearly important in managing congestion. One boat operator
gave the example of a daily service from Westminster to Hampton Court which
departs at the same time each day and does not return until late afternoon.
Informally, this boat is given priority by other users, enabling it to get out of
the busy area between Westminster and Greenwich all day as quickly as possi-
ble. Managing the different users of the river in such a way as to enable all to
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flourish is a delicate task and needs the full attention of a well staffed and
resourced agency to execute it.

Options to reduce congestion include scheduling to level out traffic. This might
mean restricting tourist boats in peak rush hours but then restricting transport
boats at designated times to allow for the tourist services. Freight, the third major
user of the river, could be encouraged to use the least congested times. Boats that
lack manoeuvrability, for instance those which must be towed by a tug, should be
scheduled to minimise disruption. 

As well as safety, congestion has a major impact on the viability of passenger
services. Frequency and reliability are vital for establishing viable passenger trans-
port services. Congestion can cause delays which in turn makes the service less
attractive. The role of London River Services as manager of traffic is essential for
achieving a level of reliability comparable to other modes of transport – if not
better.

Speed limits on the river
The current blanket speed limit presents a potential obstacle to developing pas-
senger transport services on the Thames. For the river to be considered as an al-
ternative to other modes of transport, it needs to be fast enough to be an attractive
option. 

The PLA has imposed a 12-knot speed limit on river traffic in Central London.
This followed a consultation on a proposal to limit the speed of high-speed passen-
ger boats between Wandsworth Bridge and Cherry Garden Pier in Bermondsey.82 

There is some confusion as to the reasons behind the introduction of the speed
limit. Wash from boats was raised in discussions with many boat operators, but
the PLA states that the speed limit is “not primarily a wash reduction measure.”83

The PLA’s response to submissions to its consultation discusses wash at some
length, however, leading to a lack of clarity. This is important because while safety
issues could be resolved by congestion management, wash requires changes to
boat design. If the PLA prefers low-wash boats operators would be happy to
expand using such designs especially if they allowed a higher speed service. 

Many respondents to the PLA’s consultation accepted the speed limit below
Westminster Pier but questioned the need for one between Wandsworth and
Westminster bridges. This is very important for any service from Putney or
Wandsworth to central London because a slower service requires more boats to
deliver a high enough frequency, raising costs significantly.

A flexible speed limit may be a solution. Passenger transport is most time-sensi-
tive in the morning and evening peak rush hours. Tourist boats do not normally
operate at morning peak time. If tourist services and leisure activities were
excluded from the river for the morning peak, the safety concerns around speed
and congestion would diminish. A similar approach should be taken to the
evening peak, although the interaction between tourist and transport boats at this
time would be more complicated. As discussed earlier, air traffic control-style
scheduling and distribution of services from piers is essential for getting the most
out of the river. Freight, which is timed according to the tides rather than traffic,
is more variable but should be managed by LRS to minimise congestion in the
same manner.
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Tourism and Transport on the River
Care must be taken that an expanded transport service does not crowd out tourist
operators. Those who have a long-established business on the river, and who receive
no subsidy, are understandably nervous about the expansion of subsidised public
transport services. 

The GLA published a report in 2006 which argued that “one of the biggest
problems restricting the growth of river transport is LRS’s dependence on and
obligation to the river tourist companies.”84 The contractual obligations on pier
use could be reviewed over time as they expire, but remain an obstacle to a
wholesale reorganisation. As discussed in Chapter 6, pier upgrades should enable
better capacity for all boat operators, hopefully alleviating this apparent tension.
The businesses currently operating leisure and tourist boats would doubtless
resent being seen as a problem for transport services. 

One tourist operator praised the approach taken in Paris, where tourist and
leisure services depart from designated piers which include excellent parking and
coach facilities. This operator cited Southwark Borough Council as having a posi-
tive approach to this sort of development, which is backed up in the council’s
planning framework.85 If this approach were used to concentrate tourist and
leisure services away from the main hubs of a passenger service, pier congestion
would be reduced and the services offered by both enhanced. As discussed in
Chapter 6, there are several locations in Central London where designated tourist
or leisure piers could be established to relieve pressure on a scheduled pier.

The two types of business are quite different. Tourist boats are mainly concen-
trated in the area between Westminster and Greenwich, where the majority of
tourist attractions on the river are sited, with a few services as far as Hampton
Court. Transport services are centred on residential and commercial areas. The
times of day the two types of service will peak at are different, with commuter
transport dominating in the morning and evening rush hours, and tourism and
leisure services starting later and going on well into the night. 

The time of year is also an important factor. Tourist and leisure services earn
most of their annual profits in the summer months. Passenger services are also
likely to be at their most popular in the summer but will be much less affected
by seasonal variation. Again scheduling and flexibility on the speed limit are
necessary to adapt to different levels of congestion in the summer.

Crew and Training
Central to both the successful expansion of river services and their continued safe
operation is high-quality training and sufficient crew. One of the leisure operators
discussed a major shortage of qualified and experienced crew, and stressed that
while qualification could be fixed relatively quickly, experience and knowledge of
the river can only be gained over time. Previous expansions of passenger transport
services had resulted in this company losing most of its apprentices a competitor.
Support for training would be welcome as part of government’s skills agenda.86

The National Boatmasters’ Licence was introduced by the Marine and
Coastguard Agency in 2007. This is a new, national-level qualification replacing
previous local standards. It is an improvement in that it applies to all commercial
vessels, whether carrying passengers or freight. This is to be welcomed because it
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will make it easier to recruit crew from outside London in the event of a relatively
rapid expansion.

Expanding passenger services will require more crew, but if that is at the
expense of the current tourist and leisure services, existing profitable businesses
will be damaged. There must be support for increasing the numbers of qualified
crew as the use of the Thames increases.

The need for boatyards is the other major constraint facing expansion. Many of
London’s historic boatyards have been redeveloped, limiting suitable sites and
pushing them farther from the centre of the city. 

Accessibility
Boats have many advantages over other means of public transport when it comes
to accessibility. Their greater spaciousness and the use of ramps at all piers except
London Bridge City (which would be made accessible in the recommended up-
grade programme) means that they are rivalled only by the DLR as one of the most
wheelchair-friendly forms of transport in the city. All boats are already accessible
for all passengers.
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10
London Politics and 
London’s River
Steve Norris

I was Minister for Transport in London for nearly five years in the mid-1990s. It
was probably the best job in the whole transport department in that I could look
across all transport modes from boat, bus, Tube and train to taxi, cycle and tram
in a clearly defined area that was one of the great world cities and by far Europe’s
largest conurbation. One of the great strengths of London is that it has arguably
the most comprehensive public transport system in the world. Sweltering
straphangers on the Tube or motorists locked into seemingly endless jams may be
forgiven for not always agreeing, but the reality is that the network, despite suffer-
ing from decades of underinvestment by governments of both persuasions, plays
its part in enabling 24 million trips every day in a city of 7.6 million people. And
the city is still growing. 

In the last decade there has been substantial progress in some areas. Billions
have been invested in the Tube although arguably not by the most efficient means.
The Public Private Partnership forced on London by Gordon Brown has few
friends in any quarter. The collapse of the Metronet consortium exposed its weak-
nesses all too painfully; nonetheless service levels across the system are better than
they have ever been and a record number of passengers are being carried. On the
downside, London still suffers in the way that many modern cities suffer from
chronic congestion and poor air quality and despite fewer vehicles travelling in
the central area traffic speeds are no faster now than in Victorian times.

Strategic Leadership
As far as London was concerned the 1990s were a decade in which there was no
strategic body with responsibility to deliver city wide services. The Greater London
Council had been abolished in 1986 and, despite Ken Livingstone’s dire warnings
of the disasters which would follow abolition, the city promptly proceeded to
enjoy a decade of unparalleled prosperity and creativity. But by 1996 it was plain
to any objective observer that the decision not to replace the strategic functions of
the GLC with a successor had created a delivery vacuum which needed urgently to
be filled. A plethora of public bodies had responsibility for services. In the trans-
port field alone London Regional Transport ran Tube and buses, the 33 boroughs
looked after local roads, the Traffic Control Systems Unit managed traffic lights,
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the Traffic Director for London had responsibility for the strategic route network
while the Port of London Authority took the lead on the river. Other issues were
delegated to joint boards of boroughs on either a citywide or regional basis, where
predictably reaching any degree of consensus meant travelling at the pace of the
slowest. 

These were the arrangements with which I was faced on taking office. Indeed,
John Major had deliberately created the role of a minister with pan-modal
responsibility for London to act as the antidote to growing all-party criticism of
the lack of delivery capability. This led me to the firm belief that while the deci-
sion to abolish the GLC was undoubtedly right, there was an urgent need for a
slim, strategic body that could take decisions in areas like transport where it was
quite clear a holistic view of the capital’s needs was necessary.

When the Labour Government was elected it promised a referendum for
Londoners on the idea of an elected mayor for the city with an assembly ostensi-
bly to hold the mayor to account. This was, of course, a model already in place in
virtually every other world city where the need for executive competence had
long been recognised. The Greater London Authority Act 1999 provides for the
mayor to be responsible for three principal areas: transport, policing and
economic development. But crucially in terms of the development of the Thames
what the Act also did was to create three executive bodies through which the
mayor could exercise control and bring about change: the London Development
Agency, the Metropolitan Police Authority and Transport for London. 

TfL absorbed virtually all those bodies which had previously operated semi-
autonomously. So London Regional Transport and the Docklands Light Railway
became, as they always should have been, part of the same organisation. In all, 14
separate organisations came together as one. It has taken a very long time and a
great deal of effort to ensure that they now work in a co-ordinated fashion. The
task is not yet complete. There is still too much of a silo mentality about TfL, but
under Boris Johnson the drive to improve the operating efficiency of the organi-
sation across the board is well underway.

Progress on the Thames
As far as the Thames is concerned the new arrangements have facilitated more
progress in a decade than happened in the preceding four. I know from long per-
sonal experience how much the river means to Londoners. Back in 1992 I had as-
sumed the questions I would face in my new brief would be about the Tube or the
buses or the general state of congestion on our roads. Not so. On almost every oc-
casion the first question I was asked was why we weren’t making more of the river.
I came to recognise the very strong sense shared by people from every conceivable
background that we were neglecting the potential of this great aquatic highway
through the city. I also shared that concern. It was clear that since the turn of the
century, the old wharves and quays had fallen into disuse as shipping moved to the
east coast ports and freight volumes had reduced to a mere trickle. Latterly, the de-
velopment of Docklands and the growth of attractive apartments on the river’s
banks had eliminated many of these old freight access points for ever. Meanwhile,
pleasure boats of frankly questionable quality offered a cynical service to unsus-
pecting tourists, few of whom would have recommended the experience to their
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friends. With all this in mind, I commissioned a report in 1993 on the use and
potential of the Thames. It identified the vast majority of the issues which faced the
Mayor of London in 2000 and are still current today. 

At a more practical level the report painted a depressing picture. Many key
riverside sites such as Tate Britain at Millbank lacked any river access. Westminster,
which has always been one of the most popular destinations not least for tourists,
had no space to accommodate new services at its already overcrowded pier. There
was almost no regular commuter traffic anywhere. RiverBus, which was the
brainchild of Olympia and York, then owner of Canary Wharf, ran from there to
London Bridge largely as a marketing ploy to attract new tenants. The service had
expanded up river but was not profitable and O&Y had problems of its own and
could no longer afford to subsidise it. There was an urgent need for investment in
new vessels and, just as importantly, the need to integrate river services with other
modes so that they were available to Travelcard users and could be visible on the
Tube and rail maps carried by every tourist and visible on every train. While it was
impossible to roll back the residential juggernaut, there was a role for increasing
non-time-sensitive bulk freight such as aggregates and waste as far up river as
Brentford Lock. Only Convoys Wharf at Deptford continued as a fully functioning
freight wharf while pressure mounted on the few waste transfer stations that
moved huge quantities of domestic waste down river to landfill. 

Over the first nine years of executive mayoralty much has been achieved. Both
mayors have recognised that the Thames is much more than a tourism location or
a view from a balcony. They know it is an integral part of what the city is, and
what it means to so many of us who call it home. As a result, they have seen the
development of river access and services as a priority. In its pay-as-you-go form,
Oyster is a great tourist product and the ability to use it on the river is a step
forward for them and for regular London commuters. New piers have been
opened so that more of riverside London is accessible and there is the start of a
commuter cohort which now regularly uses the river simply to get to work. In
the past, it was routinely assumed that only rich city types would ever benefit
from river services but this new professionalism allied to a clear timetable and
multiple destinations means that a million journeys a month on the Thames are
now a real possibility. This marks the emergence of the river as a serious mode of
personal transport for the first time since the 1930s.

The Future of River Transport
The scope for improvement is by no means complete. The Olympics pose a chal-
lenge and a once in a lifetime opportunity to integrate the river into the newly
resurgent East London. There is the potential for more piers and more frequent
services, which build confidence among a larger number of regular users. This
means more investment in a bigger fleet of vessels, involving new and existing op-
erators. Capital will be needed to seed new services. The private sector is demon-
strably willing to participate but the price they will exact is that the public sector
matches their enthusiasm. Both mayors have responded constructively but this is
not the whole story. One organisational anomaly is currently unresolved. While
virtually all of the statutory public sector powers necessary to improve the river are
incorporated within the GLA, the Port of London Authority remains resolutely in-
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dependent. The PLA is the body responsible for safety on the Thames but also has
a mandate to promote the use of the river. As such, it should be the perfect part-
ner in the mayor’s efforts to improve services. And in practice there has been a gulf
between the two as the PLA pursues a policy of maximising revenue from the many
piers it controls. The PLA is not in a position to subsidise pier access in order to ben-
efit London in the much wider sense. Yet by common consent this is exactly what
London needs and what the mayor’s remit entails. While both approaches are per-
fectly proper in terms of the powers and responsibilities each possesses, they are
not entirely compatible.

There is however a remedy available. I believe that the environmental responsi-
bilities of the PLA should be transferred to either the Environment Agency or
National Rivers Authority while the navigational safety, leisure and tourism
responsibilities should be incorporated into the Greater London Authority, ideally
as a division of TfL. The PLA is rightly proud of its century-long tradition of serv-
ice to the Thames but with new governance in London and the new challenges of
the 21st century now is the time to move on.

As this study itself demonstrates, interest in and enthusiasm for the promotion
and improvement of the Thames shows no sign of abating. All great city rivers are
different. The Rhine, the Danube, the Seine, the Potomac, the Hudson, the Clyde
and the Mersey to name but a few all contribute immeasurably to what their cities
offer. For far too long London, the greatest of them all, has undervalued the
Thames. Now, under a city mayor with many if not all of the necessary powers,
some limited funding and real political will to change all that can be trans-
formed.  Boris Johnson may yet find that his greatest legacy is not the new
Routemaster or even his ambitious and wholly welcome cycle hire scheme but a
river of which every Londoner is not only more aware, but justifiably and deeply
proud.
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Conclusions and
Recommendations

There is clearly potential for a significant expansion of river transport on the
Thames. The continuing growth of the Thames Gateway, especially of employment
at Canary Wharf, will provide scope for a much expanded service. This has not
happened already because of political and bureaucratic barriers as well as the drag
of inertia. 

While governance of London’s transport infrastructure has improved, the mess of
responsibilities on the river is in need of a radical overhaul. The PLA cannot simultane-
ously manage safety and maximise the economic development of its piers. TfL’s evident
lack of interest in the river has left London River Services so understaffed it is unable
to think strategically to expand services. Governance of the river is stifling its develop-
ment in a way that would be unthinkable for any other part of London’s economy.

There is a solution. Sustained, strategic leadership from the mayor can shape
river services for decades. By allocating responsibility for the river to TfL with a
senior board member appointed with the brief to maximise use of the river, the
institutional inertia we have today can be broken. Getting all the central London
piers in common management, if not ownership, is essential to co-ordinating
services, as is air traffic control-style management to reduce congestion and make
the most of London’s most ancient highway.

The challenge is less financial than organisational. For relatively little public outlay
– up to £30 million on piers – and use of Section 106 agreements in the planning
process to deliver new piers with new developments, the infrastructure can be put
in place to allow private entrepreneurs to deliver an outstanding transport service.
Subsidy comparable to the bus network and integration with Oyster, Travelcards and
season tickets will unleash demand at little cost by the standards of TfL’s budget.
Simply making the river a normal part of TfL’s network will have a significant effect.
Removing the cost barrier of the river being outside the ticketing regime and making
interchanges clear will help people who do not know the river use it.   

Idealistic visions of river services have come and gone over the years. The
opportunity is now here, with the development of Docklands and the Thames
Gateway, to provide an effective, viable service which delivers good value for
passengers and taxpayers. With committed leadership, it will happen. 

Recommendations
1. TfL must take leadership and ownership of river services – By appointing a
board member to be responsible for delivering river services, and strengthening the
under-resourced executive team, TfL can be positioned to take a more strategic in-
terest in developing river services.
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2. Task TfL with air traffic control-style traffic management – At present piers are
congested, tourist and transport boats impede each other and there is minimal en-
forcement of timetables. With ownership and leadership of river service planning
and procurement, TfL can manage the traffic flexibly to minimise delays and dis-
ruption, giving priority to different services over peak times throughout the day.

3. Ticket integration – By bringing the river services within TfL’s ticketing struc-
ture the river service will become to be seen as one more part of the transport net-
work. This includes season tickets, full Oyster and Travelcards. Much better
enforcement – on boats and at piers – is needed to clamp down on fare evasion.

4. All strategic Central London piers should be managed and ideally owned by
TfL – At present pier ownership is split between a variety of private and public
bodies. In the core Central London area TfL should seek to buy all strategic piers in
order to integrate pier ownership and traffic management; TfL should manage those
key piers it cannot buy.

5. Key piers should be upgraded and extended – Some piers are in serious need
of expanding or upgrading. Whether to facilitate simultaneous embarkation and
disembarkation, improve the passenger experience or enable more boats to dock,
piers and pier facilities are seriously under-developed. In the central area develop-
ment of these piers should be led by TfL, which should consider the business case
for spending £15-30 million pounds upgrading strategic piers to enable a better
service. Appropriate maximum docking times for different services should be im-
posed and enforced once the piers have been upgraded to allow for faster turn-
around.

6. New piers should be developed as residential and commercial development
occurs – New piers should be a key part of the development of the Thames Gate-
way and western riverside. Some areas already have sufficient population to justify
a pier; some will have in the near future. Private developers should be required to
build these in the planning process.

7. Signage to and from piers should be a priority – Many piers are almost invis-
ible. Better signage, comparable to that for Underground stations, should be in-
troduced at each pier.

8. There needs to be strategic planning of river services – At present piers and
routes develop ad hoc. Given the significant growth expected over the coming
decades, in particular in Docklands and the Thames Gateway, a more strategic
approach is needed to ensure the necessary infrastructure, traffic management
and management capacity at London River Services (LRS) are in place when
needed.

9. The river service should be designed to be as accessible as possible – Boats
and piers are already more accessible for wheelchair users and other people with
limited mobility than most London’s public transport network, and this should be
explicitly prioritised in the pier upgrade programme. 
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10. Piers should be designed or upgraded to maximise interchange with other
transport modes – In addition to better information and signage, links to bus in-
terchange, cycle parking, cycle hire docks and pedestrian routes should be con-
sidered. These links should be used to extend the range of the piers to as many
homes and places of employment as possible. More publicity should be given to
the range of destinations in Central London which are within a 15-minute walk of
pier locations. Park-and-ride options in East London should also be explored

11. Where necessary, the service should be subsidised – Subsidy is one part of the
combination of measures needed to expand services. Creative, targeted use of sub-
sidy should be used to help grow river services. The river currently receives sig-
nificantly less subsidy than other modes of transport in London. TfL should be
prepared to use small levels of subsidy to drive better use of the river.

12. The speed limit should be reviewed – The speed limit west of Tower Bridge
should be reviewed with the aim, among others, of delivering a viable transport
service. Better traffic management, and improved safety techniques and schedul-
ing should all be considered so that faster journey times are possible for commuters
in the morning rush hour. A code of practice for leisure users of the river should
also be prepared. New boats should be designed to minimise wash, reducing the
impact on other river users.

13. Emissions standards of new boats should rise over time – with expansion of
river services comes the possibility of improving environmental performance. By
stipulating a rising emissions standard for boats, the service can expand and be-
come greener over time.
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At a Rate of Knots: Im
proving public transport on the River Tham

es

The Thames is London’s historic highway, yet it is virtually invisible when looking 

at London’s transport network. A combination of bureaucratic inertia and lack of 

leadership have combined to prevent those who care about the river being able to 

offer the sort of services it could provide.

 

Several small changes could make a massive difference. This report outlines how 

integration into the rest of the network combined with a fairly small investment in 

upgrading key piers in Central London could unleash the full potential of the river. 

Even at a conservative estimate, there could be four times as many journeys on the 

Thames in the next decades than now, and possibly more.

 


