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1 Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

In June 2004, Transport for London (TfL) and British Waterways London (BW) 
commissioned Peter Brett Associates (PBA) to undertake a survey of the West 
London Canal Network (WLCN) on behalf of the London Sustainable Distribution 
Partnership (LSDP). The aim of the survey was to identify opportunities for the 
transport of waste, recyclates and construction materials.  

The survey output is considered as a vital first step in mapping land use activity and 
the potential to move freight, prior to a second phase of work which will identify 
practical and policy measures to increase freight traffic, and build on the 
opportunities identified in the phase one work.  

The output of this survey provides TfL and BW with a comprehensive data set in a 
readily accessible format that can be used for presentations to potential users, land 
owners, developers, other stakeholders and provide the basis for ongoing freight 
development work. 

1.2 Project Background 

The London Sustainable Distribution Partnership, The Mayor of London, Transport 
for London, and British Waterways are strongly committed to encouraging modal shift 
from road transport to rail or waterways transport as a contribution to reduce 
congestion, emissions, fuel usage and accidents associated with the movement of 
goods by road. The canal network was once the main transport artery of the country 
carrying the majority of freight. With the advent of the railway and then development 
of a comprehensive road network, the canal system has largely become redundant 
within the modern logistics and distribution system.  

At the same time, there are technical advances in barge design and intermodal 
systems which give the opportunity to revisit the canals to properly test their 
potentiality for freight transport. A factor currently limiting the modal shift of freight 
from road to canal is a lack of transfer points where freight can be handled on and off 
barges. There is also a lack of canal side operations and facilities which are geared 
to accept freight movements by canal.  

In the past few years there have been technological improvements to barge design 
and loading unloading systems which will improve the competitive nature of canal 
transport for freight. Specialist container barges are being developed 12 ft wide 60 ft 
long and specialised containers such �Roll-on-off� - 2.5 m wide 6 m long 2.5 m high, 
Minimodal systems and others are in the process of development.  

Therefore it is considered that there are now opportunities for new cost effective 
canal distribution solutions. Already pilot schemes carrying waste and aggregates are 
underway.  Studies carried out by British Waterways have indicated that London�s 
waterways carried up to 17,000 tonnes of freight in 2003 and there was the potential 
to carry 800,000 tonnes alone on the WLCN.  
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The report �The Waternet: London�s Spatial Underlay: A Blue Print for Modal Shift 
and Sustainable Development� produced by Jonathan Rosenberg in collaboration 
with Gerry Heward, defined the scope of the overall opportunity and set out a vision 
for making greater use of London�s inland waterways for freight. It identified clear 
potential to use waterways in West London to move waste materials and construction 
materials, among other types of traffic. It is against this background that the survey 
work reported here aims to build.  

1.3 The West London Canal Network and Current Activity 

The extent of the survey comprises the lock free section of the Grand Union Canal 
extending from Camden Top Lock in the East, westwards to the terminus of the 
Slough Arm, up to Cowley Lock and down to Brentford. The survey area is shown in 
Figure 1 below. The Rivers Thames and Lee are also shown to complete the picture. 

Figure 1: West London Canal Network showing connections to other 
waterways 

 

The catchment area of the WLCN includes Camden, Paddington, Park Royal� 
Alperton, Greenford, Southall, Hayes, West Drayton, Yiewsley, Cowley, Hanwell, 
Brentford, Iver and Slough.  

There is already a small tonnage of freight traffic moving on this network and there 
are proposals to develop additional flows based around construction sites and 
feeding material to Slough Heat and Power. The canal section is currently empty of 
freight traffic between Camden and Park Royal even though it is largely bordered by 
industrial sites. 

1.4 Scope of Data Collection 

An extensive set of data has been collected during the survey including:  

• Categorisation of various types of waste, recyclates and construction 
materials activity 

• Identification of potential sources and destinations  

• Classification of land use and site activity 
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• Rating of locations on their potential by scale 

• Identification of locations with good or potentially suitable access to road or 
rail infrastructure including any which require safeguarding 

• Navigational and key dimensional constraints such as bridge profiles 

• GPS readings of all locations surveyed. 

The survey covered two layers of the canal as follows: 

• Layer 1 Land, buildings, pedestrian/vehicular/rail access both current and 
potential bordering both sides of the canal, and  

 

• Layer 2 land, buildings, pedestrian/vehicular/rail access both current and 
potential that is accessible or potentially accessible from the canal 

1.5 Survey Deliverables 

As a key input to the Phase Two work the survey data has been summarised into the 

following deliverables:  

• Survey method, description of the data base and summary of key findings. 

• Tabulation of sites identified in both Layer 1 and Layer 2 which have the potential 
to be sources and/or destinations for freight via the canal network and ranking of 
their potential.  

• An MS Excel primary data base that can be updated and maintained on an 
ongoing basis  

• A geo coded data base of each section of the canal and survey mapping showing 
the project outputs in A3 format.  

• The mapping system used is ArcView which is compatible with MapInfo, and the 
data can be transferred easily between the two systems 

• A series of photographs taken throughout the course of the survey 

• All files are available in CD Rom format and master discs are enclosed with this 
report. 

1.6 Report Structure 

The remainder of this survey report comprises: 

• Chapter 2: Summaries the Survey Method, Data Manipulation and Presentation 

• Chapter 3: Summary of Results and Next Steps 

Volume 2 to this report contains a set of canal maps with a summary of key survey 
outputs in A3 format, and should be read in conjunction with this report. 
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2 Survey Method, Data Manipulation and 

Presentation 

2.1 Introduction 

Surveying the WLCN by barge was considered the most reliable method for 
identifying and assessing potential sources, destinations and loading points. The 
survey was carried out from a barge supplied by Wood Hall and Heward Ltd (WHHL), 
who also provided a professional barge skipper conversant with the WLCN. 

The survey commenced on the 26th July and was completed on the 2nd September, 
substantially according to programme despite some periods of inclement weather. A 
full time PBA surveyor was present throughout the survey along with either Mr G 
Heward or Mr J Rosenberg. The staff listed all sites and access points on both sides 
of the canal noting their potential to be a source or destination for freight, and 
identified GPS coordinates. The survey focused the collection of data on the 
accessibility of sites, and assessed road access to those where it could have a 
significant bearing on its use. In all, 32 miles of canal were surveyed, and 470 
potential locations recorded. 

It had been initially intended to input the data as collected directly onto A PC loaded 
with the data base but this proved impossible due to the shear volume of data 
collected.  The data was therefore recorded manually and then input on a regular 
basis to an Excel database in the offices of Peter Brett Associates. Digital 
photographs were taken throughout the survey, and original manual data filed. 

2.2 Data Base Construction and Categorisation 

The data collection and transfer process was as follows: 

• Collect data in the field 

• Transfer to Excel database 

• Validate and audit data 

• Convert to GIS format 

• Validate and audit locational data  

A hand held GPS receiver was used to give positional information for each location.   
GPS data was collected as latitude and longitude, and converted within the database 
to ordnance survey grid references for plotting onto the GIS system.  

The data base was constructed in MS Excel 2003. Because of its size it was 
constructed on several separate sheets covering the varying data sets. The following 
sections describe the main data sheets. 
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2.3 Site Information 

Figure 2 illustrates part of the data sheet which provides the base information for 
each site, including a site name which is linked to a geocode reference. This sheet 
also includes address and ownership details, where available, and information such 
as the Borough and postcode of each site and land use information. Finally a short 
description of most sites is provided where this was considered to be useful.  

A separate sheet was used to record GPS readings for each location and these were 
automatically converted to grid references on a further sheet. 

 

 

2.4 Access information 

Figure 3 demonstrates the access information spread sheet.  

Figure 3: Access Information 

 

Figure 2: Site Details 
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Information on the potential of each site identified as a possible freight access point 
is recorded on the access spreadsheet.  This sheet includes an assessment of the 
usefulness of each site on the following scale: 

• 5 = Excellent site - large developable area or existing warehouse / wharf, 
good access to road and or rail, no serious constraints, near to freight 
sources or destinations 

• 4 = Good access point, good road and canal access, but not enough land 
to develop as a full wharf with associated facilities.  Some freight potential 
nearby. 

• 3 = Good access point, good road and canal access, but not enough land 
to develop as a full wharf with associated facilities.  Little or no nearby 
freight potential. 

• 2 = Good access point but with poor road access or other site constraint. 

• 1 = Location that could be used for access if required with some 
investment. Maybe major constraints. 

It is important to note that a site which is constrained or difficult to use may be 
important if it is in an area with few alternative sites, particularly if there are good 
freight sources or destinations nearby. 

The access sheet also records any potential constraints on the use of the location for 
freight transfer, such as height barriers or a difference in levels between the road and 
the canal. 

2.5 Canal Side Data 

Figure 4 below illustrates the canal side spread sheet and information content. 

Figure 4: Canal Side Data 
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The canal side sheet provides information on all sites with a canal frontage, including 
whether the site is on the towpath side or not, and whether the site includes a basin 
or any other facility which could be used for freight. Loading points were categorised 
into three types as follows:  

• The smallest has no vehicle access but is capable of canal side collection by 
barge (CC).  

• The next is large enough to provide direct vehicle access to the canal side for 
roll on roll off operations with skip or �Hiab Lorry� (RO/RO).  

• The largest is a wharf with enough space for vehicular cranes, storage and 
interchange with road and or rail (WW). 

2.6 Freight Potential 

A further sheet illustrated as Fig 5 below is used to record the potential of each site to 
generate or receive freight.  For each site with freight potential, the main commodities 
concerned are recorded, together with a broad estimate of the potential volume 
involved on the following scale: 

• 5 = Potential for more than 1 barge per day 

• 4 = Potential for a barge several times per week 

• 3 = Potential for occasional full barges 

• 2 = Regular part load potential 

• 1 = Occasional part load potential. 

Figure 5: Freight Potential 
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 Data Validation 

A further sheet (Figure 6 below) checks and summarises data input from the other 
source sheets to ensure that the required level of information has been input for each 
location.  This sheet can also be used as a useful summary of the sites visited. 

Figure 6: Data Validation 

 

2.7 Other Data Sheets 

Further sheets provide information on bridges, moorings, and other canal side 
features and can be accessed from the data base. 

2.8 GIS System 

All information was GIS coded, can be selectively displayed, and is illustrated in 
Figure 7 below. The system is versatile with as much or as little information displayed 
as required. GIS data is provided in ArcView format.  At the base level, information 
on each site can be obtained simply by clicking on the site while viewing the map. 
Summary A3 mapping is provided as a separate volume to this report, showing key 
information including all access points and freight sources and destinations. 

Figure 7: GIS Information 

 


