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PEDESTRIAN UNDERPASS AT PUTNEY BRIDGE       (July 2014)  
 
1 Why have an underpass ? 
 
An underpass beneath Putney Bridge has been 
suggested at various occasions in the past. There 
is now a unique opportunity to achieve this 
objective in association with works proposed for 
the Thames Tunnel. Potential benefits include the 
following. 
 
• A safe and convenient pedestrian crossing 

beneath the busy junction of Putney High 
Street and Lower Richmond Road. Putney 
Bridge has an average daily flow of 40,000 
vehicles making surface crossing tedious for 
pedestrians who often get stranded on one or 
more of the four traffic islands due to phasing 
of the lights. See Figure 1. 

 

• Continuation of the Thames Path (avoiding 
the crossing mentioned above) that would 
benefit long distance and local walkers. See 
Figure 2. With the recent completion of a 
pedestrian underpass below the south side of 
Wandsworth Bridge, as well as the 
redevelopment of Nine Elms, Putney Bridge 
will be one of the last places (from Richmond 
to London Bridge) at which the Thames Path 
crosses a busy road at surface level. 

 
• A direct linkage between Putney embankment 

and the historic St Mary’s Church, via the little 
used Waterman’s Green. 

 

 

 

• Improved connectivity between the High 
Street and the river, as recommended by the 
recent Town Centre Branding exercise 
commissioned by Wandsworth Council1, See 
Figure 2. The consultants identified the river 
as the unique selling point for Putney, but 
noted that its benefit is diminished by the 
severance caused by the junction between 
Putney High Street and Lower Richmond 
Road. An underpass would assist to resolve 
this severance. 

                                                      
1 Draft report prepared by Mosaic, Strategic Perspectives and 
AR Urbanism. December 2013 

Figure 1 : Pedestrians stranded while crossing Putn ey 
High Street 

Figure 2 : The Thames Path and improved connectivit y between the river and Putney Town Centre 
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2 How can this be achieved ? 
 
The current bridge was designed by civil 
engineer Sir Joseph Bazalgette and was opened 
by the Prince and Princess of Wales on 29 May  
1886. In 1926 it was widened on the eastern side  
and is now the third most busy bridge over the 
Thames in London2. 
 
The approach roads to the bridge are supported on 
vaults beneath Putney High Street and Lower 
Richmond Road. These vaults can be used to create 
a pedestrian underpass. 
 
As shown in Figure 3, it is suggested to use the  
vault closest to the river beneath Putney High 
Street (shaded in red) and the first vault beneath 
Lower Richmond Road (shaded in blue) as the 
pedestrian underpass. This can be achieved by 
breaking through the wall at the western end of 
the Putney High Street vault as shown in Figures 
4 and 5. 
 
The vaults below Lower Richmond Road are owned 
by Wandsworth council and leased to the shop 
premises at 4-6 Putney High Street. These 
premises and their vaults are currently in 
receivership and are vacant. However, planning 
approval has been granted for use of the shops 
and vaults as a restaurant3. 
 
The vaults under Putney High Street are jointly 
owned. The portion below the original bridge belongs 
to the council whereas that below the widened 
section is owned by St Mary’s Church and are used 
as a meeting room and store. See Figures 3 and 4. 
 
Photographs of the vaults are included in Annex 1. 
 
 
3 Technical Feasibility 
 
The elevations of the concerned vaults are similar, 
as too are their cross sections. Both are above the 
high tide level of the Thames and have not been 
known to suffer tidal flooding. See Figure 6.  
 
Their internal dimensions are also similar and 
provide ample width and height for a pedestrian 
passage that would be equivalent to the existing 
underpass on the northern approach to Putney 
Bridge, in Fulham. 
 
The floor level of both vaults are above the level 
of the combined sewer outfall that discharges to 
the Thames beneath the bridge. This can be seen 
in Figure 7. An approximate alignment of the 
sewer is shown in Figure 4. 
 
 

                                                      
2 The busiest bridge is Vauxhall, second Richmond 
3 Planning application no. 2012/1998 

Work to convert the vaults into a pedestrian 
underpass includes the following :- 
• breaking through a 2.4m concrete wall that 

separates the vaults, 
• covering the floor with a suitable durable 

surface material, 
• treating the arched brickwork with an 

appropriate material,  
• pathway surfacing on Waterman’s Green, 
• lighting as required, and 
• upgrading the vault presently used by St 

Mary’s Church as a store to become a 
replacement meeting room (see section 4). 

 

 
4 Vaults beneath Putney High Street  
 
Discussions held with St Mary’s church confirm 
that the vault presently used as a meeting room is 
critical to their operations whereas the vault used 
as a store might be available. Unfortunately the 
latter vault is further away from the river and 
consequently elongates the length of the 
pedestrian underpass as well as introducing an 
unwanted right angle turn at its western end. 
However, if the vault used as a store could be 
refurbished as a substitute meeting room the 
church are willing to consider relinquishing the 
vault used for meetings thus allowing it to be 
converted into an underpass. 
 
There is a potential gain with this arrangement. At 
present only the front section of the vault is used 
as a meeting room, whilst the rear section is 
vacant. Ownership may be the prime reason, but 
also, with only one exit, fire and ventilation 
regulations may prohibit the use of the rear 
section. Providing that an additional exit can be 
created at the rear of the replacement meeting 
room it would be possible for the entire vault to be 
utilised as one or more meeting rooms with a floor 
area more than double that which currently exists. 
This is shown in Figures 4 and 5.  

Vault used by 
St Mary’s 
Church, as a 
meeting room 

Figure 3 : Plan of vaults under bridge approaches 

Lower Richmond Rd 

Putney  
High  
Street 

Vaults leased 
by 4-6 Putney 
High Street, 
currently vacant 

Vault used by St 
Mary’s Church as 
a store room 
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Figure 5 : Plan showing proposed use of vaults 
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Figure 4 : Plan showing existing use of vaults      (Note, sewer alignment is approximate) 
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However, this arrangement is contingent on 
resolving an issue with the sewer vent, located to 
the rear of the concerned vault.. This is discussed 
later in section 6, the Thames Tunnel. 
 
Notwithstanding the above, the route for the 
Thames Path through the church premises needs 
also to be agreed. Two main options are shown in 
Figure 8. The direct route is along the edge of the 
river. This would avoid the need for walkers to 
circumnavigate the church and interfere with 
activities taking place at the entrance and related 
forecourt.  

Stairs already exist on the eastern boundary, 
adjacent to the Thames, providing a direct link to 
Putney Wharf. Stairs also exist at the entrance to 
the vault (although presently closed) allowing 
persons at street level to descend to the 
pedestrian underpass. Erection of railings would 
be desirable to separate the church from the path, 
in particular to demarcate and make secure the 
continued operations of the nursery. See Figure 9. 
However, the Church have expressed a strong 
preference for the route around the rear (south) of 
their premises (as it exists now) and for this 
reason it is shown as the preferred route. 

Vaults owned by St Mary’s Church High tide level of Thames 

Figure 6 : Cross section through south bridge abutm ent showing vaults leased by St Marys Church 

Vault leased by 6 Putney High St Steps down to St Marys vaults Floor level of vaults Sewer outfalls 

Figure 7 : Cross section through south bridge abutm ent showing vault leased by 6 Putney High St. 
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Figure 8 :  Plan of St Mary’s Church premises showi ng preferred and alternative routes for Thames Path  
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Putney 
High 
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Figure 10 : Opening vaults : Watermans Green Figure 9 : Church garden and nursery 
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5 Vault beneath Lower Richmond Road 
 
The current owners of 4-6 Putney High Street 
obtained planning approval to convert their two 
vaults into a restaurant, including the use of  
Watermans Green as a seating area.  
 
Work commenced to open the vaults fronting the 
Green but due to financial problems this was 
stopped, leaving ugly holes in the stonework of 
the bridge, which is a Grade II* listed building. 
See Figure 10. The shop premises and the vaults 
are now for sale.  
 
Figure 11 shows the proposed conversion of two 
vaults into a restaurant as well as the Thames 
Path crossing Watermans Green, through the 
proposed seated area and entering the 
underpass. The path is separated from the 
proposed restaurant by a partition (shown in red) 
within which an entrance to the restaurant could 
be accommodated. Although this will reduce the 
floor area of the proposed restaurant any loss in 
revenue should be offset by an increase in 
turnover resulting from walkers crossing 
Watermans Green, through their seated area and  
directly passed their restaurant entrance4. 
 
The agents responsible for the sale of 4-6 Putney 
High Street have been informed of the possibility 
of an underpass and it is hoped that whoever 
buys the premises will be receptive to the 
proposal. 

                                                      
4 This is considered likely as the number of persons presently 
using Watermans Green is minimal. 

On the understanding that the future owner 
welcomes the underpass it is assumed that the 
that acquisition costs will be minimal (if any), and 
that the vault entrance will be opened as part of 
the restaurant development.  
 
Access to Watermans Green is gained by a small 
gate at the top of the slipway to the immediate 
west. Few people use it and typically the area 
accumulates rubbish. The underpass, together 
with the restaurant, offer a vibrant addition to the 
riverside, as shown in Figure 12. 
 
 
6 Thames Tunnel 
 
The Planning Inspectorate are presently reviewing 
the proposal of Thames Water to construct 
interceptors and subterranean storage to resolve 
the current issue of effluent discharge to the 
Thames when flows exceed the capacity of the 
existing sewage system. Part of the intended 
works includes modification to the vent 
arrangements that exist for the combined sewer 
outfall located under the bridge abutment on the 
south side.  
 
The vent is situated in the rear portion of the vault 
presently used by St Marys Church as a store. 
See Figure 4 for its location. During high tides 
water (or sewage) overflows into the vault through 
this vent and discharges through a low opening to 
the adjoining vault to the south. 

Partition and door to restaurant Connection of vaults 

Figure 11 : Approved plans for conversion of vaults  into restaurant 

Watermans Green 

N 
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Thames Water intend to resolve this problem by 
replacing the existing vent with new pipework that 
will commence from the proposed interceptor 
(located on the exterior of the bridge, beneath the 
southern-most arch) and pass through the 
southern bridge abutment, beneath the level of 
the vaults, to a vertical vent pipe that will extend 
6m above pavement level at a position marked on 
Figure 13. 
 
Although there is some uncertainty as to wisdom 
of locating the vertical vent pipe outside the main 
façade to the church, Thames Water confirm that 
the existing vent will be removed, that no further 
flooding will occur and that the works do not 
prejudice the proposal for an underpass. 
Moreover, joining the vaults, to create the 
underpass, offers a better option by laying the 
pipes below the underpass floor and placing the 
new vent at the eastern end of Watermans Green, 
tucked into the corner of the bridge away from any 
building and the church. 

7 Cost Estimate 
 
The total cost of the underpass, including a new 
meeting room for St Marys church, has not yet 
been estimated in detail as this will require further 
analysis contingent on the outcome of this report. 
However, a provisional estimate for breaking 
through between the two vaults is £43,700. This is 
expected to be the major cost item and is detailed 
in Annex 2.  
 
On this understanding it is not envisaged that the 
total cost will exceed £250,000, part of which 
might be borne by 4-6 Putney High Street in 
connection with their proposal to open their vaults 
to the River Thames and pave a portion of 
Watermans Green. 
 
Costs associated with upgrading the southern     
vault to become a replacement meeting room are 
not included in this provisional estimate.  

Figure 12 : Watermans Green showing existing and pr oposed . (Proposed courtesy of agents for sale of premises) 

Underpass entrance 
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8 Funding 
 
It is felt that the proposal merits 
funding for the reasons listed as 
benefits in section 1, in particular the 
promotion and improvement of the 
Thames Path. 
 
The Greater London Authority may 
wish to participate as the proposal 
accords with the following policy 
statement from section 7.96 of the 
London Plan.  
 
“As part of major development 
proposals for sites with a Thames 
frontage, consideration should be 
given to the need and desirability of 
having facilities to enable access to 
and from the river, both for boats and 
for pedestrians. This may include the 
retention, refurbishment or 
reinstatement of existing or former 
access points or the provision of new 
facilities”. 
 
The proposal also corresponds with 
paragraph 4.69 of Wandsworth 
Council’s Core Strategy Policy. 
“ …… Improvements will be made to 
the pedestrian environment including 
improving facilities and links between 
the High Street and the riverside in 
Putney, ………” 
 
 
In this regard the proposal is a worthy candidate 
for funding using Community Infrastructure Levy 
fees that have or will be collected by Wandsworth 
Borough Council. Due to the recent spate of 
redevelopment in Putney these funds may amount 
to a considerable sum. 
 
9 Implementation 
 
Ideally the underpass should be constructed as 
soon as possible, preferably as part of the bridge 
repairs scheduled to take place in mid 2014. 
However, as noted in section 6, Thames Water 
must first complete their intended work on the 
vent located in the southern-most arch presently  
used by St Marys Church as a store. Only then 
can the church shift its meeting room to this vault 
and thereby relinquish the northern-most vault for 
use as the underpass.  
 
Thus, implementation is dependent on Thames 
Water completing its work on the Putney 
Foreshore and whilst this element of the project 
could be brought forward it is not likely to occur in 
the immediate future (5 years or more). 
 

 
However, this does provide plenty of time for 
scheme preparation, and more importantly, for 
sourcing of funds. Nevertheless, options to bring 
forward implementation could be explored. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Proposed location of 
vertical vent 

Figure 13 : Proposed works by Thames Water for the Thames Tunnel        
(extract from landscape plans sheet 2 of 2, Section 8,   
DCO-PP-05X-PUTEF-080014, January 2013) 

Proposed location of 
electrical control box 

Proposed location of 
interceptor to sewer outfall 

Approximate alignment 
of ventilation pipework 
beneath vaults 

Alternative location of 
vertical vent 

Alternative route of 
pipe below underpass 

If you have any comments regarding this paper 
please contact : 
 
David Irwin, Transport Panel Convenor 
Putney Society 
Tel : 0208 780 5699 
irwinesque@talktalk.net 
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ANNEX 1 : PHOTOGRAPHS OF INTERIOR AND 
EXTERIOR OF VAULTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meeting room in St Marys northern vault Store r oom in St Marys southern  vault  

Rear portion of St Marys northern vault Rear portion of St Marys southern vault 

Sewer vent 

Vault entrance : St Marys Church meeting room 

Vaults in front of 4-6 Putney High Street 
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ANNEX 2 : Provisional cost estimate for breaking th rough between the vaults 
 
 
The method for cutting this opening would be to stitch drill the two sides and top cut, then drill and burst the 
section into lumps for removal by hand out of the bridge to localised skips. 
 
Quotation: 
 
• Stitch drill 86no 107mm holes x 2.4m deep r/c wall @ £1.50/25mm, (£144.00/hole) = £12,384.00 
 
• Diamond drill 90no 48mm burst holes x 2.4m deep r/c wall @ £1.20/25mm, (£115.20/hole) = £10,368.00 
 
• Hydraulic burst 20.16m3 r/c wall @ £350m3 = £7,056.00  
 
• Clear all debris from bridge to localised skips @ £150.00m3 = £3,024.00 
 
• Provide 3 phase power to run all drilling rigs and equipment @ £550.00/week = £3,575.00  
 
• Total cost @ £36,407.00 + vat = £43,688 
 
It is estimated that the works will take approximately 5 - 6 weeks to complete (Mon- Fri 0800hrs - 1700hrs). It 
is  possible to reduce the above costs upon viewing site, access and feasibility of utilising some larger 
plant/machinery to remove the lump once severed. This would reduce the amount, if any, of concrete 
bursting that is necessary. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


