Statement of 

Mayor Baerbel Dieckmann, City of Bonn, 

at the Plenary Discussion for Local Authorities: 

“Early Warning and Urban Risk – 

Responsibilities for Policy Makers” 

on Friday, 17.10.2003, at the International 

Conference Centre Bundeshaus Bonn

Dear colleagues,

In Germany combating floods is organised on a local, decentralised basis. Normally, the fire services are also trained for combating other disasters, including floods.
Bonn’s permanent risk are the regular floods of the river Rhine. We are not so much endangered by other disasters like for instance earthquakes, they are very light and seldom occur.

Every town and city tries to be as prepared as possible, according to the needs of the local citizens. In Bonn the fire-brigade has some 250 professional staff and some additional 500 trained volunteers.

Bonn as a city on the banks of a river regularly bursting its banks is well prepared to master the problems locally with a long standing routine.

In grave emergencies, it is, however, possible to request  regional assistance: At the regional governing level (district government), the cities may ask for further staff.

The principally decentralised organisation of disaster management was seriously questioned when the disastrous  flood of the Oder river (between Poland, the Czech Republic and Germany), several years ago and the Elbe river last year proved to be beyond all means of local forces. Mayors had to call for help according to the national emergency law.

At this moment the German Army with its centralised and hierarchical structure had to take over.

Therefore, the local level in our region intends to establish a larger inter-regional relief mechanism, for we prefer to organise emergencies at the lowest possible level where trained staff is aware of the local situation.

With the establishment of  a larger inter-regional intervention mechanism, mayors and cities intend to improve their abilities to react in emergency situations.

The Flood Emergency Community Rhine was founded in 1990 after in spring 1988, the middle and the lower Rhine rose to heights never experienced before. The floods endangered lives and livelihoods, the damages were exceedingly high. This organisation has in view to put together the interests of the bordering parties and to intensify measures in order to  retain floods already in the upper Rhine region. Today it is composed of over 60 local authorities, cities and grass root initiatives from the northern upper Rhine down to the Netherlands border.


The Flood Emergency Community Rhine represents more than a million inhabitants who have permanently to deal with combating of floods. The association sees itself as a solidarity community, whose members agree to mutual help and who know that everybody who lives downstream,  lives upstream in comparison to those living more towards the estuary. For this reason, this organisation also co-operates closely with Dutch local authorities. 

The City of Bonn itself, with regional financial assistance has invested large funds into flood prevention facilities.

A sustainable Flood Mitigation Plan for the City of Bonn has been established and deals with an inter-connected number of issues. We can no longer regard the local situation separately; we have to take into consideration the whole ecological network, draw the consequences and establish a catalogue of practical measures.

As a consequence of the grave floods in 1993 and 1995, and being aware of the increase of the floods during these last years, Bonn has begun to construct reinforcements of the Rhine embankments and to increase their height in order to protect the city for “the next 200 years” as it is said. A protection for a water level of up to 9,5 m  will be constructed in the coming years.

To cope with the floods, Bonn has to rely on the local relief organisations who are to be trusted to be of considerable help with their volunteers. We can count on about 500 trained volunteers in disaster relief situations.

The professional fire brigade together with professional rescue services in Bonn has a staff of about 200 to 300 persons; 

Local authorities intend to create together a system of sustainable mitigation of the Rhine floods on a regional level :


· Floods create damages where settlements or other uses occupy the natural flooding areas of the river. The already mentioned Flood Emergency Community Rhine wants to impede in the future that these regions be given to uses which cause high damages and losses in the case of flood disasters.


· In order to protect on the other hand the settlements already existing in flood endangered areas, the Community supports the building and the maintenance of technical flood protection – for instance dikes. But at the same time, the ensuing losses of retention areas will have to be compensated by the creation of new ones at other places. 

Thank you for this interesting exchange for the benefit of our cities. I am confident that we will profit by it in the future.

