

    DO YOU CARE ABOUT OUR BEAUTIFUL RIVER?

Our Thames is being contaminated by squatters and river gypsies. If you don’t use the river or the towpath then you may not be aware of it, but it’s happening right under our eyes.
The main squatting community is just upstream of Hurst Park, on the Elmbridge bank opposite Aquarius Sailing Club. A large community of boats are moored there on a permanent or semi-permanent basis, - the numbers fluctuate slightly up and down, but at times you can count as many as fifty boats when all the accompanying dinghies and small craft are taken into account. The Environment Agency, who are responsible for the non-tidal Thames, have rules that stipulate a maximum stay of 24 hours, but the boat owners have realised that this is not going to be enforced and have built up a sort of safety in numbers: they will now be extremely difficult to shift.
Some of the boats appear to be lived on, others appear to be empty and just enjoying a free parking space. Many of the boats are double, triple, or even quadruple-moored, and most are accompanied by one or more small craft. Numerous boats of all sizes are in semi-derelict states of disrepair, many are patently abandoned and/or sinking. Some have no name, these (and probably many others) are certainly not registered. There is a real probability of serious river pollution – since the boats never go anywhere it is not difficult to guess where their sewage goes to once their holding tanks are full…..
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These photos, taken over the past two years, indicate the extent of the problem. 

How has this been allowed to happen to our beautiful river?

Sadly, the problem is not going to stop there, as the squatting community realise that they can moor anywhere on the river for free. Already there has been a big boat moored for over a year just downstream of Sunbury lock, and it is gathering a collection of craft around it.
This brings to mind the famous “broken windows” theory, published in 1982 by Wilson and Kelling in respect of the decline in certain New York neighbourhoods. They suggested that small instances of antisocial behaviour and the flouting of minor laws led to ever-bigger contraventions and the eventual breakdown of the social environment. The title of their paper came from this example that they postulated:
Consider a building with a few broken windows. If the windows are not repaired, the tendency is for vandals to break a few more windows. Eventually they may even break into the building, and, if it’s unoccupied, perhaps even become squatters or light fires inside.
The theory suggests that the appearance of a social environment sends signals to outsiders about the level of informal social control in the area – the landscape “communicates” to people. It could almost have been based on the river instead of New York! A well-tended and well-loved riverbank gives out the signal that the inhabitants value it and will seek to defend it. A riverbank littered with boat squatters and derelict sinking wrecks gives out the signal that nobody in the area cares and invites more of the same. 
[image: ]It is worth noting that the first potential long-term boats were moored opposite Rivermead Island a fortnight ago – one is moored adjacent to the elvers barrier, opposite Swans Rest, and the other is moored opposite the middle of Rivermead itself. This latter one has no name, no apparent registration, and no apparent life aboard. 




Sunbury-on-Thames : beware the broken windows…!







Before moving on to constructive thoughts as to how best to tackle the squatters problem, we should document the separate but equally ghastly problem of the big river gypsy boats. 
These enormous slumboats have despoiled the local river for several years now. There currently appear to be four or five of them, all monstrous in size and of very similar appearance. They moor illegally for long periods of time to the despair of local residents, brazenly offering B & B availability in contravention of every planning law under the sun, and despite the fact that they are not commercially registered and have no appropriate facilities on board. The owner of them, a Mr Trotman, is engaged in constant legal battles with the Environment Agency and Elmbridge Council, who work closely together on the problem and have some success now in getting the boats to move on (they have no engines, but are moved by tug). But Mr Trotman appears to enjoy playing cat and mouse with the authorities, moving the boats when eventually ordered to do so by the courts, but only very short distances, so that they are a permanent blight on the local area. The photo below, taken in September 2018, gives an idea of the scale of the problem.
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So the current situation with the squatters and the river gypsies is a very bad one. What can be done about it?
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The focal point for action has to be the Environment Agency, part of DEFRA. Formed in 1996, its purpose, as set out in the Environment Act, is to protect and enhance the environment. In its current statement of ambition James Bevan, the Chief Executive, is confident that it can deliver a “cleaner and greener country and a better environment”.



For anybody interested in trying to solve these problems and restore an element of lawfulness and socially acceptable behaviour to the Thames, it would seem eminently sensible to make contact not only directly with the EA but also to bodies who have already set off down this difficult path. I am therefore putting out initial feelers to:
The Environment Agency
The Friends of Hurst Park
Thames River Users Group

and will be researching other bodies, of which there are doubtless a good number. 
This is for me a first toe in the water, - the despoiling of the river incenses me, and I intend to devote serious time and effort in doing what I can to counteract it. This little record is both a statement of intent and also a wake-up call to those who may not realise what is taking place on the river. I look forward to joining forces with those who share my concern and may already be engaged in action, I welcome contact from like-minded people willing to share information and views, and I keenly await a response to my initial request to the Environment Agency.
Beware the broken windows……
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Non-tidal
River Thames

The Environment Agency manages the
non-tidal section of the River Thames
and its principal aims are to protect
and improve the environment, and to
promote sustainable development of
the waterway.
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