Rivers and Standing Water HAP

1) Introduction

This action plan is aimed at individuals and organisations involved in activities affecting the rivers and standing water in Tower Hamlets. This plan aims to assist in co-ordinating the process of protecting and enhancing these habitats.

Tower Hamlets has significant water habitats with several canals, the River Lea and the Thames and numerous lakes, ponds and docks. The River Thames and its banks, together with its tidal tributaries, are London's largest natural wildlife resource, recognised as a Site of Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation (The Mayor's Biodiversity Strategy). Other bodies of water from docks and canals to ponds and lakes also provide important habitats for many species. 
Sources of more detailed information and related council policies are listed at the end of this section.
2) Current Status

Rivers

The Thames and the Lower Lea are valuable for a broad range of biodiversity and key for many migratory species and a 'green corridor' that runs through Tower Hamlets
Tower Hamlets is defined on its southern and eastern boundaries by the River Thames and the River Lea (Bow Creek section). Several reed beds have become established and support a wide variety of plants including wild celery, fools water cress, hemlock water dropwort and garden angelica. In addition ribbons of mudflats, important feeding grounds for birds, are exposed at low tide interspersed along the rivers banks. Recent improvements to water quality have increased the number of fish. However much of the seven kilometres of the River Thames and Bow Creek that form the border of Tower Hamlets are confined by vertical embankments, which restrict the natural development of marginal vegetation. 

Canals

All the canals within London are designated Sites of Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation. Tower Hamlets is fortunate to have sections of three canals pass through the Borough; the Limehouse Cut, the Hertford Union Canal and the Regent’s Canal (part of the Grand Union Canal).  The three sections of canal in Tower Hamlets are managed by British Waterways. Part of this responsibility is to improve environmental management and safeguard the ecology. Information available about the plant and animal communities of the canals is incomplete. The ecological status varies between and within stretches. 
Docks

Tower Hamlets is home to many of London’s docks, a number have undergone redevelopment in the last couple of decades.  The water space is increasingly being recognised for its ecological value and ecology is being considered more frequently in regeneration and development projects.

Lakes and Ponds
There are several lakes and large ponds in the borough including the ecology ponds in Mile End Park and the east and west lakes in Victoria Park. These are also small ponds in the borough, many in private gardens and schools grounds, these provide an important habitat for amphibians. 
Ecological improvements to the east lake in Victoria Park have brought about improvements in biodiversity and ponds have been created in Tower Hamlets Cemetery Park and other sites in the last five years. Many lakes and ponds in the borough are eutrophic, they contain high levels of nutrients which can lead to shortages of oxygen in the summer months restricting the species that can survive. 
3) Factors Affecting the Habitat

Building pressure represents one of the most significant threats to rivers and canals, mainly through disturbance and increased shading. The potential effect of shading starts at the bottom of the food chain and suppresses or prevents the growth of marginal and aquatic vegetation. This leads to a reduced food source for invertebrates and their predators such as fish and dragonfly, which consequently leads to a reduction in bird life such as kingfishers, cormorants and gulls. 

Invasive and non-native species including Japanese Knotweed along the river Lea have a negative impact on biodiversity by their invasive nature and tendency to die back in the winter leaving banks exposed. The Lea River has suffered from contamination from local industries, from pollution and fly-tipping from neighbouring businesses, as well as the decline in commercial boat movement.
Public perception and concern over health and safety may threaten ponds in places where these is a risk children will have unsupervised access. Nutrient level in the lakes are adversely affected from the feeding of bread to birds by the general public.

Climate change may cause ponds to dry out more frequently in the summer and reduce river water levels.

4) Current Action

The council is working with partners British Waterways, Thames 21 and the Environment Agency to formulate a programme of practical enhancements to improve the waterways of Tower Hamlets for wildlife. 
Thames 21 run river clean-up events on the tidal Thames as well as numerous other activities. Lakes and ponds in several parks are monitored for biodiversity and Mile End Park, Tower Hamlets Cemetery Park and Victoria Park run public education activities around their pods and lakes to increase understanding of their biodiversity.
5) Flagship species

	Category
	Common Name
	Latin
	Brief Description

	Birds
	Kingfisher


	Alcedo atthis
	It is a bird of the waterside, since it feeds entirely upon aquatic animals. It is frequent beside lakes, ponds, canals or dykes and streams. 

	
	Heron


	Ardea cinerea
	This species breeds in colonies in trees close to lakes, the sea-shore or other wetlands, although it will also nest in reed beds. It builds a bulky stick nest. It feeds in shallow water, catching fish or frogs with its long bill.

	Mammals
	Common Pipistrelle Bat 
Otters
	Pipistrellus pipistrellus 
Lutra lutra

	Highly adapted nocturnal mammals that only eat insects and therefore they feed close to standing water, especially canals.
Apart from fish, otters also feed on crustaceans, water birds, frogs and voles. An otter was killed on a road in Tower Hamlets 2007 suggesting that the species may one day be able to naturally re-colonise the borough.

	Amphibian
	Great crested newt
	Triturus cristatus
	Great crested newts are Britain’s largest newt species, numbers have declined over recent years but a population exists in Tower Hamlets living in a number of small ponds.

	Fish
	Crucian carp
	Carassius carassius
	A small carp native to British ponds and lakes.

	Plants
	Common reed


	Phragmites australis
	It commonly forms extensive stands, up to a square kilometre or more (known as reed beds) that provide shelter for a range of species.

	Invertebrates
	Emperor Dragonfly

	Anax imperator
	A large bright blue/ green dragonfly, active and mostly associated with large, well vegetated ponds and lakes, but may be found over canals and slow moving rivers


6) Vision Statement

To ensure the protection and enhancement for biodiversity of river and standing water habitats in Tower Hamlets and promote awareness and appreciation of these habitats in the local community.
7) Targets
· To collect data and monitor the existing status of biodiversity in river and standing water habitats.
· To conserve and manage existing wildlife habitats, species diversity and local distinctiveness of the rivers and standing water in Tower Hamlets and develop the capacity to make improvements to these habitats.
· To deliver biodiversity improvements to river and standing water habitats in Tower Hamlets
8) SMART Actions to meet Vision Statement and Targets
To collect data and monitor the existing status of biodiversity in River and standing water habitats.
	No.
	Target
	Lead partner
	Start Date
	End Date

	1
	Survey the amount of reed bed and softened banks in the borough and link to the mapping work of Thames 21. 
	Thames 21
	2009
	2015

	2
	Survey the amount of invasive species including Giant Hogweed, Himalayan Balsam, Floating Pennywort and Japanese Knotweed alongside and in rivers and canals in Tower Hamlets
	Thames 21
	
	

	3
	Monitor the quality of water in Bow Creek and investigate any missed connections and sewage input into the river.
	Thames 21 / Environment agency
	
	

	4
	Monitor lake water quality and species diversity in Victoria park lakes and Mile End Park once per year and look at feasibility of expanding to other sites.
	LBTH
	
	


To conserve and manage existing wildlife habitats, species diversity and local distinctiveness of the rivers and standing water in Tower Hamlets and develop the capacity to make improvements to these habitats. 
	5
	Research how the rivers, docks and canals can link into the Tower Hamlets Green Grid
	LBTH
	
	

	6
	Seek more funding for the work by Kings University in developing methods and running trials on different softening methods
	Thames 21
	
	

	7
	Identify potential areas for softening and associated methods including fitting green strips into steel pilings
	Thames 21
	
	

	8
	Develop guidance focused at developers for increasing the amount of softened banks and vegetation in the boroughs rivers and canals by 50m per year through cladding, green walls and other methods. Include guidance on constructing kingfisher boxes.
	Thames 21
	
	

	9
	Investigate the potential of reintroducing water voles to Mile End Park, Regents Canal, Hertford Union Canal and Victoria Park by 2013
	LBTH /London Wildlife Trust
	2009
	2010

	10
	Develop a design for a floating raft that has approval of planning department for ease of approval.
	Thames 21 /LBTH
	
	

	11
	Contact Crossrail and organise at least one meeting to discuss the possibility of raising the bed of the dock where they are building the Isle of Dog’s Station and creating a reed bed or similar habitat.
	LBTH Tower Habitats Chair
	
	

	12
	Work with DEFRA to explore the possibility of supporting Bow Creek being classified as a water protection zone through at least one meeting with DEFRA
	LBTH Tower Habitats Chair
	
	


 To deliver biodiversity improvements to river and standing water habitats in Tower Hamlets.
	No.
	Target
	Lead partner
	Start Date
	End Date

	13
	provide developers with guidance in the early stages of planning new developments along the waterways
	LBTH
	
	

	14
	Through working with developers create 50 metres of emergent and marginal planting (including softening of hard edges) of Tower Hamlets canals and rivers each year.
	LBTH
	
	

	15
	Trial a form of green wall with a plant matrix similar to that at the Westfield shopping centre on the Limehouse dock.
	Thames 21
	
	

	16
	Remove invasive species including Giant Hogweed, Himalayan Balsam, floating pennywort and Japanese Knotweed so that these species are reduced to 10% of their 2009 distribution in Tower Hamlets. 
	Thames 21
	
	

	17
	Installation of one kingfishers nesting site and one otter holt as part of a new development along a river or canal bank
	LBTH Planning
	Jan 2010
	End

	18
	Trial 3 wire cage fish refuges with reed planting in the limehouse cut.
	Thames 21
	
	

	19
	Create at least one new pond per year in the Borough’s schools.
	LBTH
	
	

	20
	Install at least one raft / floating island or green wall in a dock each year
	Thames 21
	
	


To promote awareness and appreciation of these river and standing water in the local community.
	No.
	Target
	Lead partner
	Start Date
	End Date

	21
	Host one presentation/ site visit per year for planners and developers on how to treat waterside developments 
	LBTH / Thames 21
	
	

	22
	Run two public river walks with an emphasis on wildlife each year on the River Lea
	Thames 21
	
	

	23
	Run a stickleback project with at least 4 schools in Tower hamlets each year to encourage understanding of river biodiversity
	Thames 21
	
	

	24
	Run at least 10 litter pick events on the tidal Thames each year
	Thames 21
	
	

	25
	Erect signs near lakes containing wildfowl providing species identification and explaining why feed for birds should not be thrown in the lakes.
	LBTH parks department
	
	

	26
	Continue to run at least one fishing education event for young people and two pond dipping events in Victoria park each year.
	Thames 21
	
	

	27
	Run one pond dipping event each in Mile End Park, Victoria park and Tower Hamlets Cemetery Park each year with community groups using the Thames Explorers Trust pond survey techniques and recording and sharing the species data through systems such as GIGL
	LBTH and THCP
	
	


9) Links with other policies

London Standing Water Habitat Action Plan
Tower Hamlets Green Grid

10) Sources of further information.

www.thames21.org.uk
britishwaterways.co.uk
environment-agency.org.uk
11) Lead Partner Organisation and Working Group Members

Thames 21

London Borough Tower Hamlets

British Waterways

Environment Agency

Thames Estuary Partnership

12) Contact
