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In years 1997 and 2002 the Czech Republic was hit by two extreme weather events leading to floods of exceptional nature. In particular the flood of 2002 was of rare and extreme size. It was a typical, albeit extreme example of a major summer flood caused by extensive regional precipitation and comparable only with the flood in 1890, which also hit Prague. The 1890 flood hit approximately the same area in the Vltava basin but was somewhat smaller. Similarly to the 2002 event the flood in July 1997 hitting the eastern part of the country in the Odra and Morava basins was also caused by two precipitation waves leading to disastrous effects.  The fan-like shape of the Vltava basin and the joining of flood waves upstream from Prague increased the peak of the 2002 flood. Larger streams and larger cities with relatively smaller flood protection barriers were affected in 2002. 

The responsible bodies for flood warning in the Czech Republic are the Czech Hydrometeorological Institute (CHMI), which fulfils tasks of national meteorological and hydrological service (NMHS), and River Basin Boards responsible for water management including manipulation of dams. Since the disastrous 1997 Flood CHMI has started to re-built and re-organize its forecasting and warning service by creating a mutually inter-connected system of a Central Forecasting Office (CFO) in Prague-Komořany and six regional forecasting offices (RFOs) at the Institute’s regional branches. All RFOs include a hydrological and a meteorological sections forming a fully integrated forecasting and warning system, based on a multi-sensor observation input (precipitation, river flow, data from the WMO Global Telecommunication System (GTS), which uses also modern remote sensing devices like weather radars and satellites (especially for nowcasting). Moreover, the system also routinely uses data from numerical weather models for heavy precipitation forecast and permits flood forecasts with a longer lead-time. Since 2002 year, hydrologists both at CFO and RFOs calculate operationally hydrological models derived and calibrated in the past for the basins of the major rivers in the country and pass and disseminate hydrological forecasts and warnings together with meteorological information via the State Crisis Management (Emergency) System –SCMS and, when necessary also via media, to the public (Fig. 1). 
During the 2002 flood the CFO’s hydrologists routinely issued summary reports (60 such reports during the whole event) about water stream levels with flood warnings and alerts distributed together with the meteorological part, in the state emergency system by Fire & Rescue Services and also in media (TV, radio). CFO also issued 15 special reports for the country’s Central Crisis Management Staff (CCMS) and the RFOs cooperated similarly with regional staffs. The director of CHMI participated personally in the meetings of the CCMS while the directors of CHMI branch offices worked in such staffs in their regions. Also special “flood pages” on the Internet were regularly issued. 20 thousand special “crisis” mobile phones, the use of removable metallic flood barriers in Prague) contributed to the improved performance of the whole emergency system. CHMI distributed information and forecasts from the Czech part of the Labe basin to the crisis management authorities in Germany, what could serve as an example of cooperation within the central European region.
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Fig. 1:
Connection of Warning and Forecasting Service to the State Crisis Management (Emergency) System (SCMS.

Comparison of an overall performance of flood warning and the state emergency system between two similar catastrophic floods (1997 and 2002 indicates a significant improvement in the methods and operation of the whole emergency system leading to a reduction of human life and property losses. Thus, a performance of the emergency system in 2002 confirmed a right direction to an improvement of disaster prevention especially in building of public awareness and improvement of early warning and the Czech National Committee for Disaster Reduction (CNCDR) helped in this effort (towards better contacts within the emergency system, dissemination of training materials, consultations with media and also education and training of local and regional levels.

Needs for regional and trans-boundary cooperation and the birth of the CENTRAL EUROPEAN DISASTER PREVENTION Forum (CEUDIP).

The increasing frequency and magnitude of disasters have also demonstrated the necessity of regional cooperation among neighboring countries and this led to the establishment of CEUDIP.

The attitudes of the governmental structures and civil societies facing the flood emergency situation in the countries of the region reflected the differences between West Germany and the former socialist systems in Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary and Poland. Although the last three countries had started to transform their economies, adopting the free market and introducing democratic governments, the heritage of «socialism» was evident in many ways. In the half century of planned economy, the communist governments treated the environment with neglect and state-owned industry was focused on exploitation of natural resources, disregarding either pollution or conservation. The resulting so-called «black triangle » of air pollution in the center of Europe was shared by East Germany, Poland and Czechoslovakia. All this did not do much good to risk management and added to rather than subtracted from vulnerability both from natural or technological disasters. While the civil defense structures did exist in these three countries, they were connected with the military establishment. While trans-boundary cooperation existed, it was in most cases not formalized and measures taken were rather ad hoc. Furthermore, the population was passively expecting the government to take care of everything. Very few of the properties inundated were insured and many, both private and public, were built without any consideration of flood plain zoning.

Thus once the immediate danger from the floods in 1997 and 1998 passed, the different institutions responsible for and interested in the disaster prevention and mitigation decided that a more intensive activity in targeting vulnerability and adoption of a more efficient risk management would be necessary. The contacts established within the UN IDNDR were used to call in 1998 to Prague a meeting of the National Committees of the three rivers riparian countries from Central Europe and exchange information on the ways to intensify the national vulnerability targeting and risk management, as well as disaster mitigation and prevention .The first step was to institutionalize yearly meetings of national representatives of the different bodies involved and to establish an Executive Secretariat. The Central European Disaster Prevention Forum (CEUDIP) was born.

The main priority was given to the Early Warning Systems and to exchange of information and experience among CEUDIP countries. The cooperation of the meteorological and hydrological services permitted to build a regional radar network and to improve weather forecasting systems in particular by use of regional numerical weather models followed by hydrological forecasts. In cooperation with universities, a workshop on hydrometeorological river forecasting systems was organized in 2000. In addition to the CEUDIP countries, technicians from the Southeast and East Europe took part in it.

The problem of media coverage of the recent floods led to a CEUDIP seminar in Warsaw on this problem. It was based on presentations from all CEUDIP countries, with the leading role played by the experts from Germany, where a national workshop on this subject was already held. A draft of an Ethic Codex for media in reporting disaster situations was proposed at the CEUDIP 2000 meeting in Warsaw by Polish experts and is under consideration.

It further became obvious that the legal basis for all the activities in disaster prevention, risk management and vulnerability targeting requires a coordinated and all risks-encompassing legislation. In the years 1999-2000 such legislation was adopted in the Czech Republic and Hungary. It is to be adopted very soon in Poland. Reports on these legislations were presented at the CEUDIP meeting in 2001.

While the future of the CEUDIP depends on the regional development within the European Union structures in the perspective of the enlargement of the EU by all the countries involved, the first and most important steps toward risk management and vulnerability targeting were taken.

