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W ater Hog-louse (Asellus aquaticus - up to 15mm)
Closely related to the
wood-louse, this animal
can be found in large
numbers under stones. It
emerges to feed, mainly at
night.

Brown sh rim p ( C r a n g o n Crangon - typically 30-50mm)
The Brown Shrimp is found extensively throughout the mid and
outer estuary zones. However, they have been known to penetrate as
far upstream as Hammersmith during periods of low freshwater flow
------------------------------------------------------------------and high
salinity. Further
down the
estuary towards
Southend,the
brown shrimp
is fished
commercially.

Leeches (typically 30-40mm)
Several species of leeches can be
found in the Thames. Most are
found in the upper estuary zone
feeding on snails and worms. Other
spccies feed on the blood of water
birds and fish.

M ayfly (C aenis m oesta - up to 9mm)
Mayfly nymphs, which are normally associated with good quality
water, are thought to
drift downstream from
the freshwater river
Thames and tributaries.
They have been
recorded as far
downstream as London
Bridge during times of
high river flow.

Praw ns
Although several
species of prawns
have been recorded
from the Thames
estuary, one in
particular has
established a large
breeding population
here. This is the
estuarine prawn, P alaem on longnostris (up to 70mm). It is mainly
found in the mid estuary zone, although it can penetrate as far
upstream as Battersea.

C h in ese
M itten
C rab
(E rioch eir
sin en sis - up
to 70mm
across)
The Chinese
Mitten Crab
was
introduced
from the Far East into Europe alm o st 100 years ago. Twenty years
ago, only two specimens had been caught in Britain. Since then a
breeding population has been established in the Thames. They can
tolerate freshwater and may travel from the sea into freshwater
tributaries. The crab can cause d am age to river system s as it makes
burrows in the mud of the river b a n k , thereby increasing the rate of
erosion.

S h o re crab (C a rcin u s m a en a s - u p to 80mm across)
This w ell known crab is
common in both the mid
and outer estuary zone.
They feed on a wide
variety of invertebrates
including worms, snails
and shrimps. After
moults, the outer shell is
soft and in this state it is
sought after as bait by sea anglers. W hen disturbed, this crab may
take up an aggressive stance h olding its nippers up in the air ready
for action.

R iver limpet (Ancylus
flu via tilis - up to 8mm
wide)
Like the marine limpet,
the freshwater river limpet
can be found clinging to
rocks. They feed on algae.

Snails
The Spire shell (P ota m op yrgus
jenk insi —up to 5mm) and the
Wandering snail (L ym naea
p eregra typically 15-20mm) are
two other very common snails
in the upper estuary zone. They
feed on algae, plants and organic
debris.

Shrim ps (up to 15mm)
Four species of Gammarid
shrimps arc present in large
numbers throughout the
estuary. The most common
species are G ammarus
zaddachi which live in the
upper and mid estuary zones
and G ammarus salitius which
can be found in the higher
salinity of the mid and outer
zones.

species arc
encountered
in the estuarv.
Different
species have a
different preference for levels of salinity and some can also tolerate
very low levels of oxygen in the water. The number of worms in the
river has declined over recent years. The improvements in water
quality have increased the levels of oxygen in the water allowing a
greater variety of animals to utilise the river and these have predated
upon the worms. They are present throughout the estuary but can be
found in large numbers in mud banks such as at Woolwich and
Crossness.

R a g w o rm (N ereis
d i v e r s t c o lo r - up to
200m m )
T h e common
R agw orm is found in
th e mid and outer
estu ary zones and it is
present in particularly
h ig h numbers on mud
b an ks such as at West
T h urro ck. They arc
active scavengers and have powerful jaws for catching their prey.

O p o ssu m sh rim p s (up to 18mm but generally smaller)
T hese are small, transparent shrimp- like animals which are often
seen in swarms “hovering” in the water. Opossum shrimps are
om nivores and will feed on detritus, algae and small animals.

OUTER ESTUARY (MARINE) ZONE
W hitewced (Sertularia sp. - up to
350mm in height)
“Whiicweed" is abundant in the
Thames estuary in the Southend
area. It is found below the low
water level and commercially
trawled, dried, stained and sold for
floral decoration. It is, in fact, not a plant but a colony of small
animals related to the jellyfishes.

Sw im m ing crabs
Three species of swimming crabs live in the estuary. These crabs have
their back legs modified into
swimming paddles.
The Velvet Swimming Crab
(L iocarcinm p u b er - up to 40mm
across) is very aggressive and will
move into an attacking pose when
disturbed.

H erm it C rabs (up to 35mm)
These are common in the outer estuary living in discarded whelk
shells. When the crab
becomes too big for it’s
shell, it carefully tests out
a new shell for weight and
size before moving in.

O ther crabs
Several species of spider crabs
(up to 150mm across) are
present in the outer estuary
living amongst Whitcweed and
seaweed. They often drape themselves with weed, sponge and other
debris as camouflage, which makes them difficult to see.

The edible crab
(C ancer p a gu ru s - up to 200mm across) is occasionally caught and is
the one often seen on
fishmongers slabs. However,
the bottom of the estuary is
rarely the correct substrate for
this particular species and it is
probably quite rare in the
Thames.

Cockles (C cra stod erm a cd u le - up to 50mm but generally less)
The common or edible cockle is found throughout the outer estuary
zone buried in the
sand and is harvested
commercially in the
Southend area.
Cockles feed bydrawing water in
through tubes and
straining out food
such as plankton
(small drifting
animals and plants).
As the tubes are quite short, cocklcs need to live near the surface of
the sand and arc therefore easily caught by predators such as gulls,
flatfish and starfish.

?

E dible m u ssel (M ytilus e d u lis - up
to 100mm)
Mussels grow singly or in clumps
attacbcd to each other by byssus
threads. These are secreted as a
thick fluid which hardens on
contact with water.
T h e A m e ric a n Slip p er L im pet (up to 50mm in length)
This species, accidentally
imported from America with
oysters in about 1880, is
common in the outer
estuary. It is a pest of
commercial oyster beds
competing with oysters for
food and smothering them
with its very prolific growth rates. Individuals are found in chains
one on top the other. The younger individuals are males which
change sex as they age.
S ea G o o seb erries
The common sea gooseberry (P l e u r o b r a c h i a p ileu s - spherical body
up to 30mm across) looks like a small jellyfish but it actually belongs
to a separate group - the
comb jellies - so called
due to the combs of
small hairs along the
body which beat to
propel it along. They are
voracious predators,
trailing long tentacles
like fishing lines to trap
prey such as shrimps
and young fish.

Starfish
The common starfish (A sterias
rubens - up to 150mm across)
arc carnivores, eating
invertebrates and mussels. Under each arm are strong tube feet which
are very powerful and can pull apart the shells of mussels. If an arm
is broken or the starfish is cut into two, new parts can quickly grow.
B rittle stars
(up to 35mm but generally smaller) are
also fairly common in the outer estuary
zone. They are similar to starfish and live
under rocks, shells and seaweed.

M arine bristle w orm s (up to 100mm but
generally less than 15mm)
There are more species of bristle worms than any
other group of invertebrates. However, they are
usually small and are difficult to see and identify.
They are found in lots of different habitats amongst seaweed, buried in sand, or within cases
made of sand grains and mud. The ragworm and
the lugworm are two of the largest bristle worms
to be seen. Both are used as fishing bait. Other
worms, such as the attractive sand mason, are only
conspicuous by their cases sticking out of the sand
such as at Southend beach.
Jellyfish (up to 250mm across)
One species of jellyfish, A urelia aurita, is common in the estuary
during the summer months. Although this jellyfish has a sting that
can paralyse small prey animals such as opossum shrimps, it docs not
affect man and can be handled. The animal swims only weakly,
usually moving with the prevailing currents. More rarely occurring is
die compass jellyfish, C hrysaora b yso scella , which, again, is only
found during the summer.
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Invertebrate Animals of the Tidal Thames
The once grossly polluted Thames has been cleaned up to such a

in saltiness (salinity) as the freshwater mixes with water from the

degree that it now supports a significant fish population The return

North Sea in what is called the brackish water (or euryhaline) zone.

of over I 10 species offish to the river, where in the 1950 s only eels
could survive at certain times of year, is explained in another Agency

Most animals avoid the brackish water zone, preferring either

leaflet entitled ‘Fish Found in the Tidal Thames’.

freshwater or fully marine environments. A minority of the 3 SO or so
species recorded in the Thames are able to survive in brackish water,

Less well known is the return of numerous small animals known as

and they do so because they are specifically adapted to exist in these

invertebrates (animals without backbones). These usually go

conditions. It should be appreciated that salinity zones move within

unnoticed, living in the

the river according to the amount of rainfall in the region - in a

depths of the river,
hiding under rocks, in
the mud. or drifting in
the surface layers as
plankton. Without these
animals the fish would
be without food and
could not survive.

Crgb sampling at Tower Bridgt

Environment Agency biologists use a variety of methods to find and
record these animals. Cores are taken from the intertidal foreshore
mud and sandy areas at low water. 'Kick' samples are taken from the
upper reaches of the Tideway where the gravelly substrate is not
suitable for cores. For the animals living in the mud below the water a
mechanical grab is used. The sample is sieved and the animals present
can then be identified and counted.

The collected information can be used to show changes in
invertebrate populations caused by seasonal growth and

Sorting the grab sample

migration. Any effect caused by pollution or development

drought for example, there will be a lot less flow from the non-tidal

adjacent to the river can also be shown. Under normal conditions

Thames above Teddington Weir and this w ill allow the sea water to

the Thames is freshwater to London Bridge and almost fully seawater

penetrate much further up the esiuary than normal. The result w ill l>e

beyond Southend. Between these two places there is a gradual change

that m arine anim als can
move further up the river

Much of the foreshore of the
Thames is under threat from development.
The loss of these areas w ill increase the pressures on an already highly
stressed invertebrate community by reducing die habitat available.
This in turn may reduce the available food source for fish.
It is essential to maintain a continuous invertebrate community along
the length o f the tidal Thames to allow both localised and extensive
migrations of the various invertebrate and fish species. If this is not
m aintained, reductions in die estuarine/freshwater fauna may result.
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MANAGEMENT AND C O NTA CTS:
stocking depleted rivers, installing fish passes and improving fish
habitats all help to protect and improve fish populations. Anyone
who goes fishing needs an Agency rod licence. The money raised
from this goes to help our fisheries work. In the Thames Region an
important aspect of this work is the successful return of salmon to
the River Thames.

The Environment Agency delivers a service to its customers, with
the emphasis on authority and accountability at the most local
level possible. It aims to be cost-effective and efficient and to
offer the best service and value for money.
Head Office is responsible for overall policy and relationships with
national bodies including Government.
Rio House, Waterside Drive, Aztec West,
Almondsbury, Bristol B S12 4 U D
Tel: 01454 624 400 Fax: 01454 624 409

R ecrea tio n

The Agency aims to ensure the best possible use of rivers and other
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inland waters for all kinds of recreation. Anglers, birdwatchers,

ANGLIAN
Kingfisher House

boating enthusiasts, canoeists, divers, ramblers and row’ers are all
provided for in the Thames Region. Facilities are managed so that
recreation poses no risk to the local landscape and wildlife.

C o n s e rv a tio n

The Agency is entrusted with conserving and enhancing the
landscape and wildlife associated with die water environment.
A river may be particularly important for w ildlife in urban or
intensively farmed areas. Conservation stafT provide advice to all those
working in and around rivers to prevent destruction of habitats, and
to incorporate additional conservation measures such as planting of
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St M ellons Business Paric
St M ellons
Cardiff C F3 0LT
Teh 012 22 77 0 088
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reed beds wherever possible.

N a vig a tio n

The Agency is responsible for regulating navigation along many rivers.

For general enquiries please call your
local Environment Agency office. If
you are unsure who to contact, or
which is your local office, please call
our general enquiry line.

EN VIRO N M EN T AGENCY
GENERAL ENQUIRY LINE

The 24-hour emergency hotline
number for reporting all
environmental incidents relating to
air, land and water.

EN V IRO N M EN T AGENCY
EMERGENCY HOTLINE

0 6 4 5 333 111

On the non-tidal Thames, around 25,000 boats are registered to use
I 60km o f river. Tbe Agency ensures that boaters enjoy their recreation
safely and without disrupting
odier water users by enforcing
rights o f way and speed limits.

0800 80 70 60

E N V IR O N M E N T A G E N C Y

Thames lock and weir keepers
also help to control flow along

006239

water resource purposes and
control flooding

E n v ir o n m e n t Ag e n c y

Illustration by Peter Horrtdgo

the river, to control levels for

