
The non-tidal Thames, particularly in its lower
reaches, is heavily modified and impounded by
weirs. Nonetheless, the river and its immediate
corridor include a diverse range of habitats
including meadows, wetlands and reed beds that
contain rare and protected species. These include
sites designated for international and national
importance, as well as areas afforded a regional or
local status.

The presence of locks and weirs protect some
important sites that are water flow and/or level
dependent. The richest areas are the shallow
margins where plants like the yellow water lily
and the common reed are established and provide
habitats for invertebrates, fish and birds. 

The river is a vital corridor for wildlife, linking
fragmented habitats, and providing a route for
migration. 

The upper Thames flood plain supports a number
of key habitats. These include a number of
unimproved and semi-improved meadows with a
high variety of plant species, the most outstanding
of which are North Meadow, Cricklade (Wiltshire)
and Chimney Meadows (Oxfordshire). Both are
designated National Nature Reserves.1

North Meadow, is a traditionally managed hay
meadow, internationally important for its many
different plants, including the largest British
population of snake's head fritillaries, a flower
which is now mainly restricted to a small number
of unimproved flood meadows. 

Chimney Meadow is one of the largest surviving
areas of unimproved grassland in the Thames
valley. The grassland is very species-rich, with
large populations of characteristic plants such as
adder's tongue fern, pepper saxifrage and
meadow rue. The meadows are important for
waders, including curlew, snipe and redshank.

The river itself provides a habitat for a range of
plants and animals, including priority species in
the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAPS). These
include the otter (now spreading from the upper
part of the catchment), water vole (restricted to
very few sites on the main Thames), and
depressed river mussel. The birdlife of the Thames
is a more accessible component of its wildlife,
including the mute swan and moorhen, the
kingfisher, great crested grebe, reed warblers and
sedge warblers, which nest in marginal vegetation. 

In addition, the upper Thames and its Cotswold
tributaries support rare species such as dippers
and the river water-dropwort. 
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Global warming is likely to have an increasing
effect upon our climate. The severity will depend
on the amount of greenhouse gases released into 
the atmosphere from now on, and how the 
climate system responds.

However, we are likely to experience:

• more frequent and dangerous extreme 
weather events

• heavier winter rainfall

• warmer summers.

Warmer, drier and sunnier summers could benefit
domestic summer tourism. But they could also
result in low river flows hampering recreation 
and damaging wetlands and aquatic habitats. 
A reduction in dilution of effluents could cause
poor water quality and increase the likelihood 
of harmful algal blooms.1

Hotter weather will lead to increased importance
of green spaces as people seek open-air
recreation. Heavier rainfall would increase the risk
of flooding and make dangerously strong stream
conditions more frequent.

The South East Regional Plan sets out a framework
for addressing climate change. It suggests that
mitigation, through reducing greenhouse gas
emissions, will primarily be addressed through
greater resource efficiency. One measure is of
particular relevance to this plan:2

‘Reducing the need to travel and ensuring good
accessibility to public and other sustainable
modes of transport.’

If this plan is successful in attracting greater use of
the Thames, it could contribute to a reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions. This would be the case
if recreation and tourism in the Thames corridor
was an alternative to overseas travel or longer
trips, for example to the coast.
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We will plan how the river is managed to respond to climate change

Possible actions

1 identify how best to adapt to climate change, minimising the negative effects, whilst taking 
advantage of more positive aspects

2 plan how to protect the interests of recreation and navigation whilst meeting the demands of
flood risk management, water supply and protection of key water dependent environmental
sites

3 consider the management implications arising from possible lower flows in summer and higher 
flows in winter

4 provide space for wildlife to adapt to climate change (buffer zones, wildlife corridors etc). 

Policy 26 - climate change

Our climate is changing and instances of violent storms, droughts in
summer and floods in winter seem set to increase. This is likely to
have a significant impact on river levels.

1 The most common and visible are the cyanobacteria (often referred to as blue-green algae) that form a toxic
scum on the surface of the water.

2 Policy CC2: Climate Change, Draft South East Regional Plan, South East England Regional Assembly, July 2005

1 There are 200 National Nature Reserves in England. Each represents a nationally important example of a 
particular habitat. They are either owned or controlled by English Nature or held by approved bodies such as
Wildlife Trusts.
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