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FOREWORDS

The Thames is the beating heart of London – it is why our 
city was created centuries ago and over the years that have 
followed, it has made a unique contribution to the city’s 
history and prosperity. But after the Second World War, 
the river lost its attraction to many Londoners. It had 
arguably become a dirty waterway, with little to see beyond 
the bomb-damaged warehouses and riverside buildings.

Fortunately recent years have seen attention given to 
cleaning the river as homes and offices were built celebrating 
their proximity to the river. Cultural venues reappeared on the 
South Bank. The docks moved downriver in the wake of the 
container revolution and Canary Wharf rose phoenix- 
like from the ashes of Docklands. From east to west, there 
is a unique opportunity to reconnect the communities of 
London and visitors to our city with the wealth of culture and 
heritage that the Thames and its banks are home to.

This report makes a compelling case for a joined-up approach 
to future activities on and around the Thames to make the 
most of the heritage and cultural resources that already exist 
and to stimulate further cultural development. A coordinated 
approach can connect more people with the Thames, deepen 
their appreciation of its myriad attractions – winter and 
summer, day and night – and perhaps even encourage them to 
think of working on the river. 

As custodians of the tidal Thames, the Port of London 
Authority is committed to seeing this happen. It is our 
job to look after the river in trust and pass it on to future 
generations in an improved condition. We sought to 
contribute to the river renaissance with the publication of 
the Thames Vision in 2016, a project that garnered input 
from the river’s many stakeholders. They told us that they 
wanted more people to use the river, whether for trade, 
travel, sport, recreation, for its environment to improve and 
for understanding of its heritage to deepen.

We were delighted when the opportunity arose to work with 
the Greater London Authority on the development of this 
case for a cultural vision for the Thames. The case for a 
cultural vision for the Thames is strong. We look forward to 
being part of further work on the development of a vision 
and supporting delivery of the immediate actions that will 
give people easier and greater access to the Thames’ culture 
and heritage.

FOREWORDS

Christopher Rodrigues  
Chairman, Port of 
London Authority
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Justine Simons OBE 
Deputy Mayor for 
Culture and Creative 
Industries

Why does the River Thames need a Cultural Vision?
The River Thames is the reason London exists. It is a 
cultural icon in its own right and has shaped the identity 
of the capital.

Poems have been written about it, painters have been 
inspired by it, filmmakers have given it starring roles in 
movies. From Battersea Power Station to Greenwich 
Peninsula, Woolwich Creative District to Somerset House and 
the Tate Galleries, the river weaves together two millennia of 
history, heritage and creativity into one rich London story.

We all love the River Thames. We love walking along its 
banks on a summer evening, watching river life unfold from 
its bridges and enjoying a less familiar perspective of London 
when sailing along it. A staggering 24 million people visit the 
South Bank of the river every year and five of London’s top 
ten visitor attractions are on the banks of the Thames. 

Its festivals and events draw us together as Londoners, 
whether that’s regular features like Totally Thames Festival, 
the New Year’s Eve Fireworks or one-off spectacles like 
Artichoke’s London 1666, which commemorated the Great 
Fire of London by burning a 120m-long replica of the city 
on the river. More recently, Illuminated River, which is lighting 
up the bridges, is destined to be the world's longest public 
artwork and has already changed the way we see the river 
at night.

The Mayor’s vision for the Thames Estuary Production 
Corridor puts the river’s industrial heritage at the centre 
of cultural regeneration out to the east. And the Mayor’s 
Cultural Infrastructure Plan, along with the draft new 
London Plan, are hardwiring culture into the fabric of the 
city as London continues to grow. 

But are we making the most of the river and do enough 
Londoners get to benefit from all it has to offer? I would 
say not. We know that many London schoolchildren have 
never even seen the river. The river’s cultural life, whilst 
lively, lacks consistency and night-time activity is limited. 

Cities like Paris, Amsterdam or Berlin celebrate rivers and 
canals as key destinations at the heart of cultural life. And it’s 
clear the River Thames has unrealised potential for London. 

So, I’m delighted to have co-commissioned this document 
with the Port of London Authority. It’s an invitation to 
think, debate and shape a new and ambitious vision for the 
River Thames. 
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Now is the time to put the River Thames back at the centre of 
London’s cultural story.

This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity for London. A River 
Thames Cultural Vision will elevate London’s international profile, 
deliver on the Mayor’s Good Growth priorities, help to transform 
London into a 24-hour city and support the Port of London 
Authority’s Thames Vision goals and priority actions.

The River Thames is London’s greatest natural asset, a vital part 
of the city’s life and its transport network. Since London’s creation 
as a Roman city, two thousand years of history, culture and heritage 
can be found on its banks from Hampton Court Palace, through to 
the Houses of Parliament, Tower Bridge, Greenwich and Canary 
Wharf – once the site of working docks and now one of the most 
important financial centres in the world. The existing wharf network 
and the Thames have a continued significance to sustainable 
freight movement along the river in addition to being an important 
source of jobs.

The River Thames will be central to driving London’s evening and 
night-time cultural life. Illuminated River – an ambitious public 
art commission for a unified installation across up to 15 bridges 
along the Thames – is already revitalising the river at night. The 
sensitive integration of night-time cultural programming on the 
river, its banks and its cultural institutions could support the 
Mayor’s ambitions for a thriving and diverse night-time culture 
across the city.

A River Thames Cultural Vision can drive and enhance significant 
economic, environmental and social change at a city-wide scale:

•	 The River Thames is a growing destination for major cultural 
organisations, festivals and production facilities in central London 
and the Thames Estuary

•	 The River Thames offers a multitude of reasons to visit the city, 
increasing and widening our cultural tourism offer

•	 The River Thames will be central to driving London’s evening 
and night-time cultural life

•	 The River Thames will be home to new diverse communities, with 
better transport connections and access to a range of new local 
cultural infrastructure and public spaces

•	 The River Thames should be an exemplar of public/private sector 
co-operation in Opportunity Areas, which are London’s principal 
opportunities for accommodating large-scale development.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The research, fieldwork, engagement workshops and 
conversations to inform this report show that despite its 
international profile, the River Thames is far from reaching its full 
potential. This is particularly striking when compared with other 
river cities internationally, such as Paris and Berlin. In both cities 
the rivers have been embraced as an integral part of cultural life 
and have become key destinations offering urban beaches and 
riverside culture throughout the year. In each of the workshops 
there was overwhelming support from organisations (boroughs, 
community groups, cultural organisations, developers, business 
improvement districts, transport and environmental groups) for a 
joined-up and long-term cultural vision.

Key findings include:

•	 governance on the Thames is complex, cross-borough 
collaboration is inconsistent and investment in culture is often 
disjointed along the Thames

•	 some communities in the east have little or no physical access to 
the Thames and lack access to culture on or near the Thames

•	 no single platform exists to communicate and promote the 
Thames’ existing cultural offer

•	 there is little cultural programming along the eastern parts of the 
Thames in comparison to other areas

•	 cultural activity on the Thames is currently concentrated in the 
summer months, and night-time activity on the Thames is limited

•	 the Thames links thousands of cultural venues, visitor 
attractions and built heritage, but transport connections on the 
river are not being utilised to their full potential 

•	 there is untapped potential for tourism on the Thames, 
particularly in relation to the river’s heritage and natural assets.
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The development of a cultural vision for the River Thames offers 
unmatched opportunities to deliver on many of the Mayor’s 
priorities for Londoners by: 

•	 building on the Mayor’s Culture Strategy vision, particularly 
broadening access to culture for all Londoners. All of Us: The 
Mayor’s Strategy for Social Integration calls for opportunities 
for Londoners to come together and recognises culture’s role in 
promoting shared experiences

•	 promoting cultural infrastructure as important to the success of 
large-scale developments — approximately 40 per cent of the 
Thames’ banks are within Opportunity Areas, with significant 
growth capacity for housing and jobs

•	 creating quality new jobs for Londoners, and meaningfully 
supporting the Thames Estuary Production Corridor vision to 
develop a world-class industrial hub for the creative industries in 
east London

•	 increasing Londoners’ awareness of the heritage and importance 
of the River Thames to London, as called for by the Mayor’s 
draft new London Plan, including increasing night-time use and 
engagement with under-used areas

•	 promoting access to nature in alignment with the Mayor’s 
Environment Strategy and in doing so, contributing to 
the Mayor’s launch of London as a National Park City

•	 encouraging journeys along the Thames and aligning with aims 
in the Mayor’s Transport Strategy and the Vision for the Tidal 
Thames from the Port of London Authority (PLA), which both 
propose further steps to increase river services. The cultural 
vision is also an opportunity to support the work of the Thames 
and London Waterways Forum and the upcoming London’s 
Passenger Pier Strategy 

•	 linking up and maximising the benefits of important, long-term 
projects such as the Thames Tideway Tunnel, the Illuminated 
River, and the Thames Estuary Production Corridor.
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DEVELOPMENT ALONG  
THE THAMES OPPORTUNITY AREAS
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All of the base maps in this document contain OS data © Crown copyright and database right 2018 and Gigl data 
provided by the GLA. All maps were produced by Publica in 2018 from the data sources listed in the bibliography. 
Map content updated in September 2019.

Areas along the Thames are undergoing considerable investment 
and growth. Over 40 percent of the river’s banks are within GLA-
designated Opportunity Areas — London’s principal opportunities 
for accommodating large-scale development.
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FUTURE TRANSPORT INFRASTRUCTURE (within 500m of 
the Thames or within a mapped OAPF) 

 �  Elizabeth line under construction 

  � Silvertown tunnel (open 2025) 

	   � Barking Riverside Extension	

	   � Rotherhithe to Canary Wharf Crossing

  � Proposed transport link and station

   Potential transport link and station

   Existing transport link to be extended

  	    Proposed pier

DEVELOPMENT (within 500m of the Thames) 

	� Opportunity Area Planning Framework (OAPF) adopted

	 OAPF in progress (illustrative only)

	� Development planned or under construction (project 
cost £10 million or over)

	� Development proposed 
(project cost £10 million or over)

THAMES TIDEWAY TUNNEL (completion 2023)

	 Tunnel route

	 Construction site

	� New public space, following construction

	 River Thames, tributaries and inland water
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OUR APPROACH

In early 2018, the Greater London Authority (GLA) and the Port 
of London Authority (PLA) commissioned Publica, in partnership 
with BOP Consulting, to undertake a study to explore the case for 
a future River Thames Cultural Vision.

This project was commissioned with the long-term aim to increase 
engagement with the Thames, including an increase in night-
time use and engagement with underused areas, and to inspire 
Londoners about the heritage and importance of the River Thames 
to London. These objectives are included within the Mayor’s draft 
new London Plan.

The project started with an intensive three month period of 
fieldwork – walking, travelling and documenting the full length of 
the river in London – paired with desk-based research to uncover 
some of the existing assets, challenges and opportunities offered 
by the Thames. Five facilitated workshops were held to identify the 
opportunities offered by the prospect of a cultural vision for the 
River Thames. These workshops explored five themes:

1.	 Communities, skills and education
2.	Culture, heritage and tourism
3.	Development and investment
4.	Environment, ecology and nature
5.	Movement and transport

A broad range of participants were invited to these workshops. 
They included representatives from 17 riparian boroughs (which 
are those that border the river), community groups, cultural 
organisations, developers, business improvement districts (BIDs), 
transport and environmental groups. 

This document sets out ten key opportunities established through 
this research and engagement process. In order to develop an 
ambitious cultural vision for the River Thames in a subsequent 
stage of work, the ten key opportunities are intended to build 
consensus and establish a case. 

This document is structured around these ten key opportunities, 
illustrated by supporting findings, maps, photography and quotes 
from the discussions held in the workshops.
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“London’s famous 
institutions are a 
crucial part of this city’s 
culture and hugely 
important to Londoners. 
The same can be said 
for the local pub, the 
skate park down the 
road, the community 
centre that offers 
dance classes, or local 
heritage on the way to 
the Tube”

Sadiq Khan, Culture for 
All Londoners: Mayor 
of London’s Culture 
Strategy, 2018

What do we mean by culture?

The GLA understands culture as the people, places 
and activities of creative production and consumption. 
This study embraces the broad definition of cultural 
infrastructure set out by the Mayor, which includes 
the buildings, structures and places where culture is 
consumer or produced.

What do we mean by the River Thames?

The Thames has its source in Thames Head, in 
Gloucestershire, and flows into the North Sea; the 
river is tidal up to Teddington Lock. This study refers 
to the River Thames within Greater London, which 
extends from Kingston in the west to Bexley in the east, 
covering both tidal and non-tidal reaches of the river.

The maps within this study comprise the river and its 
banks and have been drawn to consider areas within 
500m from the river’s edge.

The operational wharves and docks are an integral part 
of the Thames’ industry, heritage and culture and are 
therefore included within the study. Tributaries of the 
Thames are included within maps but are not the focus 
of this study.

	� Riparian boroughs of the 
River Thames
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A JOURNEY ALONG THE THAMES

Between February and June 2018, Publica studied the Thames along its entire 
length by boat and on foot, capturing some of the character, patterns of use, 
assets and challenges of the river through fieldwork. This photographic essay 
represents some of these observations, illustrating places along the river, and 
is intended to portray a glimpse of the cultural life of the Thames.

Riverside Walk, Kingston upon Thames 
Visitors enjoy views of boats, swans and parkland with ample opportunity to get close to the 
water’s edge.
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Riverbank, Ham 
A conversation on the Thames foreshore in Ham. Compared to other parts of the Thames, the 
river is quieter and more accessible in west London.
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Richmond Bridge Boathouses, Richmond
In 2011/12 this workshop, led by master boatbuilder Mark Edwards MBE, built The Royal Barge 
Gloriana in just five months for HM The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee celebrations. The workshop 
has also constructed fencing and stiles for pathways along the Thames.
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Potters Fields Park, central London 
The riverside promenade at Potters Fields Park provides an important pedestrian thoroughfare 
with sweeping views of the river and iconic views of central London landmarks including HMS 
Belfast and City Hall. Lawns and terraces offer opportunities for contemplation and rest.

“The river is just eternally itself, and I think Waterloo 
Bridge is where I would have my last second, looking 

back at the National Theatre and the Tate.”
Fiona Shaw, actress
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Tower Bridge Moorings, Bermondsey
This floating community on the Thames is home to more than one hundred adults and children. 
The roofs of the barges have been planted making it London’s only floating gardens. It is also 
home to the ‘ArtsArk’ – a floating platform for a variety of events and performances.

“The Thames was all gold. God it was beautiful, 
so fine that I began working a frenzy, following 

the sun and its reflections on the water.”
Claude Monet, painter
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Old Royal Naval College, Greenwich
A group of children explores the foreshore by the Old Royal Naval College, Greenwich. 
According to historic accounts, the foreshore steps shown here were used to bring Lord 
Admiral Nelson’s coffin to the Thames, where it was placed in Charles II’s state barge and 
rowed up the river to Westminster for the funeral.
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Royal Docks, Newham
Filming dance choreography against a backdrop of ExCeL London and Royal Victoria 
Dock Bridge.
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Concrete barges, Rainham
Sixteen concrete vessels used in the D-Day landings for WWII lie on the northern foreshore of 
the Thames, next to Rainham Marshes. These ships helped to transport men and equipment to 
shore during the D-Day invasion. According to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, they 
now serve as a bird roosting site and support the annual wintering of rock and water pipits.

“There are two things scarce matched in the universe 
the sun in heaven and the Thames on earth."

Sir Walter Raleigh, explorer, soldier and writer
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TEN KEY OPPORTUNITIES FOR A RIVER 
THAMES CULTURAL VISION

The study identifies ten opportunities that could be achieved 
through a River Thames Cultural Vision, illustrated by 
supporting findings, maps and quotes from the discussions held 
in the workshops. 

The long-term objective – included within the Mayor’s draft new 
London Plan - is to increase engagement with underused areas 
and to inspire Londoners about the heritage and importance of 
the River Thames to London. Exploiting the river’s full potential 
could drive significant economic, environmental and social change, 
supporting London’s cultural tourism offer, enriching its evening 
and night-time life, improving public transport, connecting its 
diverse communities with each other and the river and putting the 
Thames back at the heart of London’s cultural life. 
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1.	� COMMUNICATE AND PROMOTE THE CULTURAL 
LIFE OF THE THAMES

2.	� EMBRACE 24 HOURS ON THE THAMES

3.	� CELEBRATE HISTORY AND HERITAGE ON 
THE THAMES

4.	� RESTORE EAST LONDON’S RELATIONSHIP 
WITH THE THAMES

5.	� EMBED CULTURE WITHIN TRANSPORT AND 
PROMOTE JOURNEYS ON THE THAMES

6.	� CHAMPION DESIGN OF THE HIGHEST QUALITY 
ON THE THAMES

7.	� PROMOTE AND IMPROVE ACCESS TO THE 
NATURAL HERITAGE OF THE THAMES

8.	� FOSTER COLLABORATION AND 
RELATIONSHIPS CONNECTED BY THE THAMES

9.	� EMPOWER CULTURAL CHAMPIONS FOR 
THE THAMES

10.	 �ENABLE THE LONG-TERM VIABILITY OF 
CULTURE ON THE THAMES

LONDON NEEDS A RIVER THAMES 
CULTURAL VISION TO:
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1. �COMMUNICATE AND PROMOTE THE 
CULTURAL LIFE OF THE THAMES

“It would be fantastic to see the 
media fully embrace the river’s 
role in the city, celebrating the 
array of events on the Thames.”
Alistair Gale, Port of London Authority

The Great River Race, Thames Lens, 2018 (Image: Alan Skene)
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Each year, the Thames hosts a wealth 
of cultural activities throughout 
the daytime and after dark. These 
encompass a wide range of activities, 
from jazz cruises and archaeological 
walks to organised open water swims 
within docks and over 60 outdoor 
festivals. Hundreds of exhibitions, 
theatre, dance, art and music events are 
hosted by venues located along the river. 
However, many Londoners are not aware 
of these events, and there is no single 
platform to tell people what is happening 
on the river.

The Totally Thames Festival, which takes 
place in September each year, includes 
around 150 events promoted on one 
central platform, allowing the festival to 
attract a wide audience. However, the 
website only lists events on the Thames 
for the duration of the festival.

Similarly, over 80 major sporting events 
take place each year – including the 
renowned University Boat Race, but 
these are promoted separately, listed 
on the PLA website, which is arguably 
not an obvious place to find sporting 
event listings.

Communicating and promoting the 
cultural life of the Thames holistically 
could mean:

•	 establishing a single digital platform 
for Thames events and cultural activity 
on the river and its banks, such as a 
website and/or app 

•	 communicating Thames events and 
major festivals events more widely in 
the media, for example by establishing 
a Thames media liaison role

•	 promoting cultural events along the 
Thames through existing riverside 
networks such as riparian boroughs, 
cultural institutions, BIDs and 
community groups

•	 communicating and promoting 
night-time activities and cultural 
programming on the river, its banks 
and in its cultural institutions

•	 organising – and publicising – boat 
trips, walks and events to celebrate 
cultural events by day and by night

•	 promoting the Thames as an essential 
cultural destination for visitors and 
international audiences.

”The Thames is the beating 
heart of London but there’s 
no river website, there’s no 
river app. If you’re a visitor 
or a Londoner where can 
you find out what’s on?”
Christopher Rodrigues, Port of 
London Authority



26

2. �EMBRACE 24 HOURS ON THE THAMES

“We hold over 680 events per year on the 
river, and we currently work at around 40% 
capacity. We have a huge ability to make the 
night-time economy work. It’s a 24 hour, 7 
days a week opportunity.”
Chris Livett, Livett’s

Illuminated River, 2019 (Image: James Newton)
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The Thames is a dynamic, ever-changing 
river governed by natural cycles. Over 
12 hours, the tidal river rises and falls, 
hiding and revealing London’s largest 
public open space and 10,000 years of 
the city’s history. 

The Mayor’s Vision for London as a 
24 hour city and the Culture and the 
Night-Time Economy Supplementary 
Planning Guide outline ambitions to 
create a thriving and diverse night-time 
culture across the city. Illuminated River 
– a continuous ambitious, public art 
commission for a unified light installation 
across up to 15 bridges – is revitalising 
the River Thames at night. Once 
complete, it will be the longest public 
art project in the world. There is great 
potential to build on this momentum to 
invigorate the night-time economy along 
the Thames.

Night-time activity on the Thames is 
currently limited. Based on a sampling 
of theatre, dance, art, music and events 
that take place along the river, the 
majority (over two-thirds) of cultural 
activity takes place in the afternoon 
and early evening, with a much smaller 
number of events happening in the 
morning and after 8pm. 

The most active months for cultural 
activity along the Thames are from June 
to October – with almost twice as much 
activity as the late autumn and winter 
months. In winter, the Thames comes 
alive with the Mayor of London’s New 
Year’s Eve Fireworks, one of the largest 
celebrations of its kind in the world. 

This concentration of events in certain 
months puts pressure on cultural 
organisers to deliver activity within a 
condensed period, which can limit their 
ability to contribute (due to resource 
and time constraints).

Amplifying the urban and natural 
rhythms of the Thames could mean: 

•	 embracing tidal movements for events, 
commissions and programmes that 
use the foreshore and the river itself

•	 embracing existing world-class 
night-time cultural events on the 
Thames, whilst ensuring that the 
river’s ecology is respected

•	 celebrating seasonal change and 
the natural cycles of the Thames, for 
example, annual migration patterns

•	 facilitating cultural activities and 
events throughout the seasons, for 
example, through thematic (rather 
than time-limited) programmes

•	 extending existing cultural riverside 
activities into the evening and night-
time, for example, museum ‘lates’ 
linked by boat

•	 organising boat trips to view 
Illuminated River

•	 sensitively integrating new night- 
time cultural programming on 
the river, its banks and within its 
cultural institutions – examples 
could include floating open-air 
cinemas, riverside night markets, 
evening sports and leisure, and 
performances on the water. 
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3. �CELEBRATE HISTORY AND HERITAGE 
ON THE THAMES

“Everyone knows the Thames, but the truth is 
people don’t know very much about it. When 
you start to reveal the history people are 
immediately gripped and want to know more.”
Joe Watson, formerly National Trust

Surrey Commercial Docks, c1880, (Image: National Library of Scotland)


