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Massive Docklands’ lock gates floated off for repairs in £920k project  
  
A project to repair the historic lock gates in West India Dock, which enable the cruise liners, luxury 
yachts, navy ships and other vessels from all over the world to enter London’s Docklands, is 
continuing this month. 
 
The Canal & River Trust – the charity that looks after the docks – is carrying out essential repairs 
to two lock gates which date back to 1929 and sit in the shadow of Canary Wharf. At 160 tonnes 
each, the gates are so heavy that they have to be floated out of position, rather than being craned 
out.  
 
The works include: upgrading the gates to withstand corrosion from the salt water in the Thames; 
improving the pintel (a top hat shaped steel object which the gate stands on) on the lock bed; and 
relining the under-water seals between the bottom of the gates and the lock bed to make the lock 
watertight. 
 
The project is essential to ensure the lock gates operate efficiently for the hundreds of boats that 
pass through them each year. They are also vital for controlling the water levels within Docklands, 
so need to be kept in top condition. 
 
The project, which costs £920,000, is the single largest part of the Trust’s programme to repair and 
restore waterways across the country this winter. In London this has already included repairing 
lock gates in Mile End and in Kentish Town, where over 3,000 people took the opportunity to walk 
along the bottom of the drained Regent’s Canal.  
 
Colin Perkins, Canal & River Trust project manager, said: “The chance to make these repairs is a 
once in a generation opportunity. At other locks around the country we crane the gates out for 
repairs but the ones in West India Dock are so big that we have to float them off. It’s certainly an 
unusual sight to see the water pumping out of a gate and it slowly rising out of the water and tilting 
flat: it’s like it has a life of its own. The work is very technical, particularly because of the size of the 
gates and weight of thousands of cubic metres of water, as well as the tidal pressure of the 
Thames. Ships from all over the world come to London and these are the only gates that enable 
access into Docklands, so it’s vital they are in top condition.”  
 
The project is expected to be completed by mid-February. 
 
West India Docks Lock facts:  

 West India Docks were first opened in 1802, with these particular lock gates 
dating back to 1929: so they came into existence the same year Popeye, the 
Oscars and the first public phone booth in London 
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 The gates each weigh 160 tonnes - the equivalent of two Boeing 737s  
 Each gate is 11.6m high by 15.1m wide  
 The lock is 178m long. It is also 24m wide and 12m deep, holding up to 

51,264 cubic metres of water – more than 20 Olympic swimming pools  
 An average of 150 vessels come through the lock each year. This includes 

luxury yachts, cruise liners, navy vessels, cruisers, tall ships, historic boats 
-  the majority of which stay in South Dock. In addition, 50-100 commercial 
boats travel through the locks each year, many working on the ongoing 
construction work at Wood Wharf 

 
As part of its maintenance programme, the Trust will be working on around 164 lock gates across 
the country as well as carrying out repairs to aqueducts, reservoirs and tunnels. Many of the 
biggest projects are carried out during the winter months to minimise the impact on waterway 
users. For more information visit www.canalrivertrust.org.uk/restoration-and-repair-open-days 
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