
Thames21 Declaration of Climate and Ecological Emergency 

We recognise the existential crisis that humanity faces from global 

overheating and the associated increased instances of extreme weather 

events and wildlife loss.   

The Climate Emergency poses a threat to the rivers and wetlands we all 

depend upon. 

We must also recognise how our own activities contribute to greenhouse 

gas emissions and biodiversity loss and work to reduce our impact.  

Climate change threatens the health of our rivers 

The increased frequency of severe weather events such as heatwaves, 

droughts and prolonged or intense rainfall makes our rivers more 

vulnerable. 

In many urban areas such as London, domestic drains are wrongly 

connected to rainwater pipes which lead straight to the river. London’s 

sewage system gets overwhelmed during periods of heavy rainfall and 

discharges effluent into rivers. This and other forms of pollution become 

more concentrated in dry conditions, endangering the wildlife that lives in 

our rivers.  

Right now, the amount of water in our rivers is a critical issue. In particularly 

dry years there is no flow in sections of the Thames and Lea in London 

(Teddington Weir and Tottenham Marshes) because of the huge amount of 

water London consumes. In the wider Thames Basin, many chalk streams 

run dry as a result of removing groundwater for consumption in those 

areas. Chalk streams are the northern hemisphere’s version of the 

Amazonian rainforest in terms of their unique contribution to global ecology. 

Low or no water flow events will become more frequent and their impact 

more severe due to climate change. 

Climate change means flood risk is increasing 



The weather is becoming more extreme. Winters are becoming warmer 

and wetter, and there are also more intense rainfall events during the 

summer. 1 The risk of flooding is increasing, both from rivers, sea level rise, 

tidal and surface water flooding. 165 000 Londoners are at risk from rainfall 

alone. We have lost water storage by replacing landscapes with hard 

impermeable surfaces, stopping water soaking into the ground. This, 

together with straightening our river channels means that they now 

transport rain water very quickly – often to the communities at risk of 

flooding.  

Through sensitive management our river catchments can help reduce 

climate change impacts by absorbing and storing water  

By creating more nature based solutions such as new wetlands, planting 

more trees and re-naturalising and restoring our rivers, we can work with 

nature to reduce the risk of flooding, as well as filtering pollutants before 

they reach our rivers. A healthy catchment filters pollutants and stores 

excess water, slowly releasing it, and a natural river is also more resilient to 

pollutants.  

Thames21 therefore makes a commitment to: 

 Support, develop and deliver nature-based solution programmes that 

address the impacts of climate change on our rivers 

 Inspire communities, our supporters and the general public to 

become climate and environmental champions for our rivers 

 Work with partners to enable our communities to reduce their effect 

on our river environments, particularly their water consumption 

 Monitor our rivers and better understand how climate change impacts 

them, and how our work reduces those 

 Further develop programmes which contribute to biodiversity gain, 

ecological recovery and carbon sequestration 

 Further develop programmes which reduce flood risk to Londoners  

 Improve the charity’s carbon and ecological footprint, including our 

use of water, and set targets to reduce it by 2030  

 Work with other organisations across the sector to share best 

practice 

1 Greater London Authority  



 

 


