Ecology of The Tidal Thames
The River Thames has changed drastically over the past 600 years. From a grossly polluted river churning with
sewage and industrial waste supporting little, if any, life; it has made a substantial recovery10. Today it is home
to a huge variety of plants and animals, some of which are protected within its multiple conservation areas. The
following map illustrates but a few of the tidal Thames plants, animals and important habitats with reference to
their European distribution.
Peregrine, Falco
peregrinus: is a large
falcon with a height
of 45cm1. It is found
throughout Europe1.
It can be seen all
year-round along
the Thames due to
the availability of
ample prey (feral
pigeon)13. In London
they can be seen
guarding their
territory from a
building/structure13.

Oliver’s Ait: is one of
eleven mid-channelislands in the upper
reaches of the tidal
Thames. It is owned
by the Port of
London Authority
who have a
partnership
agreement with the
London Wildlife
Trust with respect to
its management. It
is dominated by
mature trees which
provide refuge for
nesting and roosting
birds and bats2. The
rare swollen spire
snail, Mercuria
confusa, has been
recorded here by the
London Wildlife
Trust.

Cormorant,
Phalacrocorax carbo:
is a long-necked
diving bird and
supreme at catching
fish1 . It is found
throughout Europe1.
The Thames has a
residential
population and also
over-wintering
visitors1.

Grey heron, Ardea
cinerea: is a large
bird reaching 90cm
in height1. It breeds
in colonies
(heronries) in tree
tops and reed beds2.
It occurs throughout
Europe1. There is a
breeding population
throughout the
Thames2.
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Reedbeds are rare
habitats in the UK
and occur from
Teddington to Erith
in the Thames
estuary2. They are
an important
habitat for the
water vole and
birds such as the
reed and sedge
warbler9.

The tentacle lagoon
worm, Alkmaria
romijni: is a
polychaete worm,
feeding mainly on
microscopic plants14.
It has been recorded
on the coasts of the
Baltic,
Mediterranean and
North Sea15. It has
been found in
various subtidal
habitats in the
Thames14.

Water vole, Arvicola
amphibius: is the
most rapidly
declining mammal
in Britain5. It has a
large range from UK
in the west to Russia
and Turkey in the
south7. It occurs
throughout the
Thames, although
its habitat is highly
fragmented and
localised5.

Shelduck, Tadorna
tadorna: is a large
duck reaching 60cm
in length with a
distinctive
plumage1. It occurs
throughout
Europe2. It breeds
and overwinters in
the Thames2.

Mudflats support
important numbers
of migratory and
wintering water
birds, such as blacktailed godwit and
avocet, that feed in
the invertebrate-rich
mud4. This habitat
occurs throughout
the tidal Thames2.

Oystercatcher,
Haematopus
ostralegus: has a bill
that changes shape
gradually
depending on the
prey source
available3. It occurs
throughout the
coasts of Europe
and is present all
year round in the
Thames1.

Black-tailed godwit,
Limosa limosa: has 3
sub-species
(polytypic) found
throughout
Europe2. Although
it is a scarce breeder
along the Thames,
it can occur here in
internationally
important
numbers2.

Cliffe Marshes is of
high importance to
wading birds and
home to a range of
other wildlife2. Its
230 hectares consist
of a mix of
freshwater pools,
saline lagoons,
saltmarsh,
grassland and
scrub2.

Glasswort, Salicornia
sp.: is an annual
plant, and part of
estuarine and
coastal saltmarsh8. It
is found in western
Europe and the
Mediterranean8. It is
commonly seen in
Thames saltmarsh2.

Common tern,
Sterna hirundo: is
nicknamed the ‘sea
-swallow’ due to its
elegant flight. It is
found throughout
Europe2. It is a long
distance migrator,
wintering mainly in
the southern
hemisphere and
breeds throughout
the Thames2.

Common mussel,
Mytilus edulis:
anchors itself to the
substrate by strong
byssal threads6. It is
found throughout
Europe and forms
both intertidal and
subtidal beds in the
Thames4.

Avocet,
Recurvirostra
avosetta: is a
medium-sized
wader attaining
43cm in height1.
The avocet is found
throughout Europe
and it breeds and
over-winters in the
Thames1.
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Little egret, Egretta
garzetta: has a
height of 55cm with
a long slender
neck1. It is found in
parts of southern
Europe and can be
seen all year round
in the Thames1.

Common cockle,
Cerastoderma edule:
burrow about 5cm
down into the
seabed6. It occurs in
the eastern Atlantic
and west off Nova
Scotia, and also in
the Mediterranean
and Baltic6. The
cockle fishery is a
commercially
important shellfish
resource on the
Thames4.

Red-throated diver,
Gavia stellata: is one
of the smallest diver
birds with a length of
55cm1. It overwinters from the UK
to the north coast of
Africa and breeds in
western Europe1.
The outer Thames
provides important
habitat and prey for
this species and is
one of the main
reasons that the
outer Thames is a
Special Protected
Area12.

Smelt, Osmerus
eperlanus: is found in
schools in estuaries
and shallow inshore
waters16. It migrates
upriver in the spring
to upstream
spawning grounds
near the upstream
limit of saltwater
flow16. It occurs from
the White Sea to
France16. It is
abundant in the
Thames and is one of
the best indicators of
improved river
quality17.

Dover sole, Solea
solea: is mainly
nocturnal and
spends the day
buried in the
sediment6. It occurs
in the northeastern
Atlantic, western
Baltic,
Mediterranean and
southwestern Black
Seas6. The Thames
is an important
fishery for this
species which is
abundant
throughout the
inner estuary4.

Grey seal,
Halichoerus grypus:
is a large seal (2m)
found on both sides
of the Atlantic
Ocean6. Seals use
sandbanks, such as
those at Margate
and Long Sands, as
‘haul-out’ areas
during the low tide
period to rest4.

Common harbour
seal, Phoca vitulina,
can dive up to 30
minutes in search of
prey6. In Europe it is
found in the
temperate and
subarctic coastal
waters6. There is an
important
population of this
species in the
Thames18.

European eel,
Anguilla anguilla:
can grow up to 1m
long and has deeply
embedded tiny
scales6. It is found in
most rivers in the
central Northern
hemisphere, and
breeds in the
Sargasso Sea11. It is
critically
endangered11.
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