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Safeguarded Wharves

By James Trimmer,  Head of Planning and Partnerships at the Port of London Authority

 The talk was about the recent history of the attempts to protect riparian cargo handling facilities in the port. In 1986
with the abolition of the GLC the strategic planning body for London was lost, although the abolition was not aimed
at strategic planning. The boroughs then planned for themselves and there was, to all intents and purposes, a
planning free for all. The LDDC had not filled the gap as it had been locally based and its objectives were not for
the benefit of London in its wide sense. Blair had to be praised for re-introducing an Executive Mayor with strategic
planning powers.

By the 1990’s wharves were being lost, through private sales or by compulsory purchase, such as JJ Priors whose
Orchard Wharf was compulsorily acquired and ultimately developed as a petrol station by the LDDC. It was argued
that the benefits of redevelopment outweighed cargo income.

In the 1990’s, in the upper reaches of the port, the PLA and the London Rivers Association gathered evidence to
show that the loss was being replicated up and down the river. In the west, most of the cargo handling wharves had
gone and, in the east, they were a prime target for redevelopment. Sustainable transport was not on the political
agenda at that time. However, it would mean the death of the river in London, if cargo facilities were lost.

LPAC (London Planning Advisory Committee) helped the PLA to draw up a list of wharves which needed to be
retained for submission to the Department of the Environment. Steven Norris, then Minister for Transport in
London and John Gummer, Secretary of State, both took an interest and a government steering group was set up
and decided something must be done. The government prepared a Regional Planning Guidance Note 3B, which
was a break through as it gave strategic guidance for the river. The Secretary of State agreed to protect 32 wharves
upstream of the Thames Barrier for cargo handling, on the basis of the future trade statistics forecasts produced by
the PLA. If developers wanted to redevelop any of the safeguarded wharves, on receipt of a planning application
the local Council would have to submit the application to the Secretary of State to decide if the planning application
should be called in. Despite there being no assessment criteria to assess whether a wharf should be protected in the
guidance, this was a major breakthrough.

The developers looked for a way round and realised it did not say protected for ever. It only stopped use; it did not
determine how the wharf should be used. The first test was at Gatliff Road, a waste transfer site, where following
a public inquiry the redevelopment of the site by the City of Westminster itself for housing, was permitted. The
PLA considers, in hindsight, that the restricted access under the Grosvenor Road bridge made this a hard site to
argue for.

This was the point at which I joined the PLA and became involved. The Mayor of London, elected in 2000, then
became involved because this was essentially infrastructure and not suited to the decision making of individual
councils. The Greater London Authority Act 1999 provided that the Mayor had a statutory duty to promote the
transport of passengers and goods on the Thames. The PLA talked to the Mayor, because a working policy was
wanted. The London Plan is the strategic Plan for London which the Mayor enforces and it now provides that if
there is an application for development. The Mayor may direct the local planning authority to refuse. The
safeguarding of wharves is unique because of the pressure for development on the river banks of the Thames,
although British Waterways are experiencing the same problems elsewhere.

The remaining wharves were looked at to see if they were viable for cargo-handling. When the London Plan
published in 2004, 29 wharves upstream of the Thames Barrier were Safeguarded, although by that time we had



lost Ordnance Wharf to a large tent at Greenwich! In 2005 the Implementation Report “Safeguarded Wharves on
the River Thames” was published. The Secretary of State confirmed the Mayor’s recommendations for the
safeguarding of 25 upstream wharves, which included Swedish, Fulham, Smugglers Way - Cory’s waste depot and
a further 25 sites downstream of the Barrier including Frog Island, Havering and sites in Erith.

Peruvian Wharf in Silvertown was bought in 1998 by developers although it was safeguarded. A planning
application was submitted in 1999 and the fight is still going on to retain it for cargo handling. There have been
about fifteen planning application on that site. The last one was for a mixed-use scheme including 400-500
residential units, offices and a small covered wharf on the river. The 2006 Inquiry over planning permission for this
site was the first test of the argument to preserve a wharf directly on the river. The PLA decided that it needed to
be pro-active to counter the developers’ arguments. It put out tenders to find companies which would be interested
in using Peruvian Wharf for cargo and included their responses as evidence of demand.
The problem, once stopped, how do you get a wharf back into use? A residential developer is not going to go into
cargo handling. Three years ago, the PLA got together with the Mayor and the London Development Agency to
discuss compulsory purchase of safeguarded sites. The problem was who would pay. As a result of the discussions,
on the final day of the Peruvian Wharf Planning Inquiry a compulsory purchase order was placed on the table. It
was made on the 24 July last year. On 15 January 2007 the Secretary of State dismissed the appeal against the
refusal of planning permission. The Inquiry into the compulsory purchase order is awaited. The decision means that
at present the status quo is maintained, the wharf has not been lost and a precedent has been set.

Now another developer has come up with a plan for residential development over a covered wharf. The potential
increase in value of the land is six or seven times that for cargo. The value has not reduced and remains buoyant on
hope value. The Olympics have changed matters and created another hurdle. It is a major change for the PLA Board
to get back into the business of acquiring wharves and letting them.

The PLA did an exercise at Peruvian Wharf, Orchard Wharf on the Leamouth Peninsula and Hurlingham Wharf at
Fulham.. The interest was substantial and new cargos will keep waste on the river and create new synergies..

Since 1986 we have gone a long way in that transport policy now recognises what the river can do. Enquiries for
moving cargo have increased over the last couple of years issues of congestion have made barge traffic easier than
lorry. Trial runs from east to west London of containers over five days have shown that four days out of five the
barges beat the lorries. It shows the lack of knowledge that the company involved was stunned.

He is looking at moving oil to the river Wandle from West Thurrock and potentially to London City Airport, and
Battersea Heliport. There is opportunity, and talking to operators about how they can best move this stuff is the best
part of his job.

At London Steel Terminal the LB of Tower Hamlets had stopped up the road, but at Welbeck wharf, Barking Creek,
the PLA hoped to put new operators in. It hoped to get users together to raise the funds to purchase the wharf. Jim
showed photos of various wharves. At Alexander’s Wharf, Barking, not a safeguarded wharf, a derelict wharf had
just been brought back into production for scrap aluminium and in January it had handled its first ship. It now had
a ship each month to Goole smelting plant, instead of the load going by road. There were 500 shipping movements
a year in Barking Creek, 350 - 400 tons a year. The local council had not realised what was being moved. Fords
Dagenham was the entry point for Ford UK, where transits are brought in and Jaguars exported, with daily sailings
to the Ro Ro berth. Cargo had increased when production stopped.

All of the cane sugar quota for the country came to Tate and Lyle, 1.3 m tons a year, in ships of different sizes
depending on the ports and continents they came from. Fifty per cent of the aggregate sold in London came off a
wharf.

James finished by saying he had to deal with 22 boroughs, Europe, the Mayor other bodies as well as individuals
which kept him busy. The issues on safeguarding continued.

Members questioned James on passenger transport, boatyard repairs, cruise liners, transhipment of freight and the
proposed Thames Water sewer under the Thames.                                               Sally Mashiter - 18/5/2007


