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2021 SUMMARY
•  A positive year, as we built back from 

the pandemic, with growth in port trade, 
inland freight and numbers of passengers 
travelling 

•  Positive marine safety performance,  
with just a single serious incident

•  Strong financial performance, with an 
operating surplus of £8.7 million 

•  £14.6 million invested, the majority in 
acquiring riverside sites for long term  
use in port and river trade

•  Pilotage recruitment continued, with  
12 more new trainees joining

FUTURE PRIORITIES/
OUTLOOK
•  Sustainable growth in port trade, founded 

on further phases of development at 
Tilbury, investment in London Gateway 
Port (Berth 4) and the Thames Freeport 

•  Long term priorities for river development 
will be captured in Thames Vision 2050

•  Maintaining a robust performance as 
economic risk increases, due to the 
Ukraine/Russia conflict and inflationary 
pressures

•  Pilotage recruitment will continue, to 
ensure service standards are maintained

•  Development of plans for a new marine 
control centre for growing port

2021 HIGHLIGHTS

THAMES FREEPORT 

Thames Freeport opened for business; it is forecast 
to draw £4.6 billion of new investment and create 
21,000 skilled jobs.

INVESTMENT

Port investment continued with phase two of Forth 
Port’s Tilbury2 scheme completed and DP World 
London Gateway announcing £300 million plans to 
develop a fourth berth.

PILOTAGE

Pilotage investment continued: 12 trainee pilots 
recruited; five pilots qualify as Class I unrestricted, 
able to handle full range of vessels.

ESTUARY SERVICES LIMITED (ESL)

PLA took full control of boarding and landing 
service operator, Estuary Services Limited (ESL), 
acquiring Peel Ports’ 50% interest in the business.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

The country’s first inland waterway continuous 
professional development (CPD) scheme by the 
PLA, working with the Thames Skills Academy and 
Company of Watermen & Lightermen.

LONDON: PORT CITY 

Major exhibition – London: Port City – opened at the 
Museum of London Docklands, connecting people 
to the past, present and future of operations on the 
tidal Thames. 

MARITIME HYDROGEN HIGHWAY 

The PLA led a consortium of eight organisations 
in securing Government funding for the Hydrogen 
Highway project, exploring key considerations for a 
national hydrogen highway network.

2021 AT A GLANCE

RIVER USE
Trade in the Port of London rose to 51.8 million tonnes 
in 2021, increasing by 9% from 47.4 million tonnes in 
2020.  London remained the UK’s largest port by volume 
of goods handled.  Freight moved between terminals 
(inland freight), totalled 3.7 million tonnes, up from 3.4 
million tonnes in 2020.  The number of passengers 
on the river started to recover in 2021 with 4.5 million 
trips completed, compared to 2.7 million in 2020.  The 
number of formal sports events was 137, continuing at 
low levels as COVID restrictions persisted. 

51.8m Tonnes of goods handled

4.5m Passenger journeys

3.7m  Tonnes of inland waterways freight

137 Sporting events

NAVIGATION & SAFETY
There was a single serious navigational incident on the 
tidal Thames in 2021 (2020: zero). While the uptick from 
zero incidents is disappointing, the trend continues to be 
in line with our Marine Safety Plan (2021-2023), which 
aims to reduce serious incidents by 10% a year, compared 
to the three-year average.

Pilotage acts in 2021 recovered to 14,037 (2020: 12,715); 
sea pilotage service level was 99.1% of all ship calls 
served as booked (2020: 99.5%).

1 Serious navigational incident

14,037 Pilotage Acts

HEALTH & SAFETY
There were nine Lost Time Accidents involving PLA 
employees, visitors or contractors in 2021. Seventy-
six near miss reports were logged, compared to 146 
in 2020. A refreshed three-year health, safety and 
wellbeing strategy is in development.

76 Near miss reports

9 Lost Time Accidents

FINANCE
Turnover was £71.4 million (2020: £63.9 million), up by 
11.8%; operating surplus was £8.7 million (2020: £4.4 
million), driven by increased income.  

£14.6 million was invested in the business, across the 
acquisition of riverside infrastructure and land, wharf 
reactivation projects and in our core operations to 
improve operational and environmental efficiency.

The benefit to the community generated in the year was 
estimated to be £46.1 million.

£8.7m Operating surplus

£14.6m Cash invested

£46.1m Stakeholder benefit

ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP
Carbon generation in 2021 was 1,537 CO2 equivalent 
tonnes. This increase from 1,382 CO2 equivalent tonnes 
in 2019 resulted from increased trade and COVID-related 
restrictions having a reduced impact on PLA operations.

Support for community riverside clean ups increased as 
COVID restrictions eased.

1,537 CO2 emissions (equivalent tonnes)

115,498 Kilowatt hours generated

127.5 Tonnes of driftwood recovered

26 Clean-ups supported

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
The intensified frequency of communications established 
in 2020 continued through 2021. The online events 
we hosted, including our annual stakeholder forum, 
environment conference and Thames Vision consultation 
webinars, attracted more than 1,500 delegates.

1,583 People attending public and online forums



PLA STRATEGY

PLA STRATEGY 
VIRTUOUS CIRCLE

INCOME

As a Trust Port, we hold the Thames in trust for future generations. 
We have no shareholders, so operate for the benefit of customers and 
stakeholders now and in the future.
The stakeholders’ ambition, as set out in the Thames Vision, 
is to see the river play a much greater role in the life of 
London and the south east, from trade and travel to sport 
and recreation. To support this ambition, our strategy is 
centred on three core roles for the PLA:

The Thames is the UK’s busiest inland waterway and the 
Port of London the country’s biggest port. The most recent 
assessment of the economic impact of the port, completed 
pre-pandemic in early 2020 found a total of 48,000 jobs 
sustained by the port and river, which made a Gross Value 
Added contribution to the economy of £4.5 billion. Returning 
to these levels will be a target in the refreshed Thames 
Vision, as we build back from the pandemic.

Our experience shows that a strong and effective PLA 
supports growth through creating the ‘virtuous circle’, shown 
below. Delivering on our commitments to Protect, Improve 
and Promote will help develop the competitiveness and 
sustainability of port and river operations. This underpins 
growth in river use and generates a financial return, which 
we can invest again in protecting, improving and promoting.

10,316
HECTARES – SIZE OF ESTATE 
(MARINE)

954
HECTARES – SIZE OF ESTATE 
(LAND)

58
PLA VESSELS

95
MILES OF TIDAL RIVER 
MANAGED

451
NO. OF EMPLOYEES

PROTECT
Targeting Zero 

Harm and improved 
sustainability

IMPROVE
Running efficient 
operations and 

investing to support 
growing river use

PROMOTE
Leading the  

Thames Vision to  
unlock the potential  

of the Thames

COMPETITIVE & 
SUSTAINABLE
• PORT HUB
• RIVER OPERATION

RESOURCES
•  INCREASED INCOME
•  GREATER INFLUENCE

PLA STRATEGY
• PROTECT
• IMPROVE
• PROMOTE

GROWTH
• RIVER USE
• STAKEHOLDER WORKING

CUSTODIANS 
OF THE 
TIDAL 

THAMES

40% 
PILOTAGE DUES
charged for providing a pilot who guides a 
ship into and out of the port (includes Pilots 
National Pension Fund Levy).

13% 
OTHER 

includes hydrographic surveying for third 
parties, marine services such as laying and 

renewing moorings, application fees, fees 
for events and filming on the Thames.

CONSERVANCY CHARGES 
on ships and their cargoes entering and leaving 
the port for the maintenance of the channel and 
facilitating safe navigational access.

27% 

20% 
RENTS 

for facilities on PLA land in, under 
or over the river.

ANNUAL REPORT SUMMARY 2021 See our full Annual Report: www.pla.co.uk


