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ABSTRACT 
 
The European Union supports regional initiatives that cooperate in transnational networks, mainly those that 
deal with environmental and socio-economic development projects of European importance. Especially the 
large European rivers and streams that cross (several) borders are of interest, as upstream regions have 
responsibilities for water quality and quantity for downstream users and residents. The River Rhine, coming 
from Switzerland, runs nearly 900 km through Germany before reaching the Dutch border, so the use of 
water, purification standards and flood prevention in Germany determine the environmental and living 
conditions in the Netherlands extremely. In 2003 in the project “Sustainable Development of Floodplains” 
(SDF) eight German and Dutch organizations, responsible for regional flood damage prevention, joined 
together in a partnership to plan and construct retention basins, dike relocations and wetland development 
projects along the Rhine. The aim is to learn from each other, to exchange knowledge about methods and 
structures (political, administrative) and to create finally 26 Mio m³ of retention volume in several locations. 
All local projects try to involve the general public from the first planning steps on and to create awareness for 
European coherence and responsibility for neighbouring countries. 
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1. COOPERATION INITIATIVES IN EUROPE 
 
1.1. Introduction – The political and administrative frame 
 

The European Union supports regional initiatives that cooperate in transnational networks, mainly 
those that deal with environmental and socio-economic development projects of European importance. 
The funding programme InterReg, part of the Europen Regional Development Funds (ERDF),  was 
introduced in the 1990s and actually starts the fourth period of this programme (2007-2013). Under its 
umbrella a number of water management projects were initialized – all of them  with 50 % ERDF 
funding under the condition that several countries had to join a transnational partnership, to work on 
common themes and to publish the results about the “lessons learnt” by the project. The InterReg 
programme is divided into European regions, in this case were are dealing with the north-western part 
with Great Britain, the north of France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxemburg, Switzerland and the 
German Rhine catchment.   

 
1.2. The SDF project – Structure and Objectives 

  
The River Rhine with a length of more than 1,300 km and nearly 200,000 km² of catchment is a 

shining example for the necessity to manage water in a transnational way. The spring of the Rhine is 
located in Switzerland, the river runs nearly 900 km through Germany and forms partly the border to 
France and spreads behind the Dutch-German border like a delta with several arms to the North Sea. 
Therefore especially the flood management upstream is vitally important for the big cities 
downstream: the German Federal State of North Rhine-Westphalia and the Netherlands belong to the 
most densely populated regions throughout Europe – so on the one hand rural or less densely 
populated regions at the Upper Rhine need to bear responsibility for the downstream regions, and here 
more natural river management is needed as well to prevent the cities from being flooded. 
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Since 2003 an InterReg IIIB partnership of eight German and Dutch organizations runs the project 
“Sustainable Development of Floodplains” (SDF). The main objective is to reduce flooding and 
encourage the development of sustainable floodplains for multifunctional use, e.g. water retention, 
agriculture, nature development and recreation. New floodplains with a volume of 26 Mio. m³ will be 
developed in the Rhine catchment (figure 1). Though partly the partnership emerged from longer 
lasting contacts and is based on experiences of floodplains at the Rhine that have been realized before, 
this time the common work is different.  

 
(Fig.1) Map of the SDF project locations: 6 are 
located in Germany, 6 are located in the 
Netherlands. The coloured boxes show the variety 
of measures the projects are focussed on:  
  

 

 
 
The partnership has on the one hand a different institutional background – e.g. national, federal, 

NGO and water board structures joined together – and works with the same aims from very different 
starting points. On the other hand all partners try to solve problems and work out the projects in a 
more holistic way than before; for example public involvement and participation in the local project 
development as well as “multifunctional land use” is an ambitious aim for all. Therefore the partners 
formed three thematical working groups for “river engineering & navigation”, “nature & 
environment” and “social action & communication”. 

 
The partnership tries to work out a “message to Europe” to encourage water engineers, spatial 

planners and politicians to give more “room for the rivers” for a more sustainable environment and a 
safer life for all residents. 

 
1.3. The SDF sub-projects 

  
SDF encompasses twelve sub-projects that are practical in nature. Every sub-project is carried out 

under the responsibility of one local partnership member and the processes and results are reflected in 
the above mentioned working groups: Are there solutions worked out for problems that are of special 
interest for other partners (or even other responsible bodies) ? Can experienced colleagues help each 
other with comparable approaches ? Are there techniques or tools that can be recommended ? 

 
The sub-projects are in so far comparable, as they all aim to work out solutions for flood damage 

prevention. The way to reach this aim can or must be different, as the hydrological and geological 
frame along the River Rhine is changing from the spring to the mouth; e.g. the section of the Rhine 
between Bingen (where the River Nahe leads into the Rhine) and the city of Bonn – a section with a 
length of about 100 km – forms a hydraulic bottleneck without any retention spaces and at its end the 
city of Cologne is located. So in the south of Germany, at the Upper Rhine, it is necessary to store 
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flood peaks in retention basins. This calls for the development of a chain of controlled and steered 
basins within dikes that are able for example to store flood events of 200 years return intervals. 

 
The SDF projects “Dike Relocation Kirschgartshausen” and “Polder Ingelheim” (figure 2-4) are 

shining examples for this kind of retention measures, combined with ecological revaluation e.g. by 
regulary “ecological floodings” to initiate wetland structures within the project locations. 

 
Downstream of Cologne, in the Federal German State of Northrhine-Westphalia, the retention 

projects have mainly the task to prevent the Dutch neighbours from being flooded. The SDF projects 
“Dike Relocation Polder Lohrwardt” and “Sidechannel Bislich-Vahnum” offer retention spaces by 
creating “more room for the river” with new nature sites and integration of farmland and sand/ gravel 
excavation pits. 

 
Another German SDF project is not directly located at the Rhine but at a tributary: The “Emscher 

Floodplains” (figures 5-7) with a retention volume of 2 Mio m³, designed like 66 hectares of open 
wetlands, are about 50 km upstream of the Emscher mouth in the city of Dortmund. They are part of 
an ambitious river restoration project: The whole Emscher system with about 340 km of open water 
courses and 400 km newly built waste water sewers and modern treatment plants is part of the 
structural re-development of the historical “rust belt”, formed by (falling off) steel and coal industries.  

 
On the scale of a tributary catchment the SDF partner Emschergenossenschaft tries to work with 

the same strategies and tools as on the larger scale of the Rhine catchment: The construction of flood 
retention measures at strategically important locations enable the Emschergenossenschaft to develop a 
more natural and sustainable management of the whole river system. 

 
The special situation in the Netherlands asks for different solutions, as about one quarter of the land 

is below sea level and so a lot of land is located behind dikes. So in the Netherlands the aim is less to 
store the water, but to enable the rivers to lead the water as fast as possible and without causing 
damages to the North Sea. This means in many cases to widen the river beds, to remove obstacles – 
such as narrow bridges or buildings close to the river – and therefore to work on the national strategy 
“Ruimte voor de Rivier” (= room for the river) with intensive involvement of politicians and residents. 

 
In several projects side channels (e.g. Rijnwaarden, Fortmond) are planned to enable the water to 

take alternative ways; other projects work on the use of (former) sand/ gravel excavation pits (e.g. 
Bemmelse Waard) or lowering of river beds and removal of hydraulic obstacles (e.g. Lexkesveer).  

 
The aim of the strategically very important project Hondbroeksche Pleij (figures 8-10) is to remove 

a bottleneck between the rivers Nederrijn and IJssel by relocating dikes (along the river IJssel 
approximately 250 metres further inland and the dike along the river Lower Rhine, about 150 metres). 
The newly created flood plain will be lowered to create conditions for nature development; a channel 
will be constructed in the floodplain as well as an adjustable spillway at the inlet of the channel. 

 
 

2. RESULTS 
 
2.1. Flood Management Improvements 
 

The development of the SDF project can be regarded as a story of success in general, as all projects 
are carried out – some not within the time frame of SDF until 2008 but later; nevertheless the 
estimated volume of 26 Mio m³ of retention volume will be reached within the next years and 
residents in both countries will live safer in future. 

 
In general for many projects the European cooperation was leading to faster planning and 

realization phases, not only due to financial support but as well for political reasons. Therefore the 
effect – better flood prevention – was reached in some projects earlier than planned before.  
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Besides the cognition that floodplain development in the different countries – or even regions – 

follows different needs the partnership has a lot of common tasks and challenges. So for example the 
construction techniques on dikes that were used in both countries were partly different. The 
knowledge exchange was leading to first tests of a German technique on construction sites in the 
Netherlands with the finding that a specific method could save 3 Mio. €  and reduce the needed size of 
the site. 
 
2.2.  Success and Strategic Innovations 

 
Though in the years after the 2nd World War first contracts about flood protection between 

Germany and France were signed and though in the 1990s national initiatives between Germany and 
the Netherlands started to improve flood protection – the work in partnerships under the InterReg 
umbrella has a new dimension.  

 
A new quality appeared because of the involvement of different levels of project partners: NGOs 

like nature conservation initiatives or water boards had not been addressed by the national 
programmes before. Their special knowledge and their commitment bring additional benefit to the 
chain of projects. 

 
The SDF partnership organized as well a European conference on flood management in October 

2005 in Mainz, where nearly 200 representatives from 10 European countries joined together to 
exchange experiences and to promote flood prevention, combined with nature, farming, forestry, 
recreation, archaeology, infrastructure,…. 

 
The outcome of the conference of Mainz showed that valuable results can be achieved with 

transnational water projects funded by the EU. Main findings were: 
·  InterReg projects act as important catalysts for tackling flood issues and strengthening 

innovative, integrated strategies; 
·  European funds can thus been seen as ‘seed money’ to promote innovative steps and speed up 

the process of implementation; 
·  The involvement of more partners from different regions adds extra value to output of the 

projects; 
·  It leads to cost efficiency within projects and results may be transferred to other countries/ river 

catchments; 
·  Integration of new member states of the EU will be facilitated 
·  Creating solidarity along the river and recognising the over all responsibility as every action is 

apart of the whole 
  
The principal results were summarised in the Mainz Declaration, which was presented to a panel of 

high-level national and regional politicians and policy makers. The panel members and the conference 
participants alike fully endorsed the contents of the Mainz Declaration. 

 
New opportunities for for InterReg cooperation will  be the above mentioned “room for the river” 

strategy in the Netherlands. A national programme containing more than 40 projects was developed  in 
close cooperation with municipalities, regional authorities and water boards. The main objectives are 
to protect river areas from flooding by creating more space for water and to improve the overall 
environmental conditions. Completion of the construction of the planned projects is foreseen by 2015.  

 
This programme and the good experiences from the SDF partnership motivated three SDF project 

partners located in the Federal German State of Northrhine-Westphalia (the NGO Naturschutzbund, 
the water board Emschergenossenschaft and the public body Deichverband Bislich-Landesgrenze) to 
found a new project partnership for the years 2007 to 2013. They recruited several more partners 
(municipalities, regional associations, private sand/ gravel industries) to step into a new German-
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Dutch partnership and to work as a German bottom-up strategy on flood protection at the Lower Rhine 
together with the Dutch National programme Room for the River, in which the local and regional 
authorities play a major role at implementation level. 

 
The experiences and network advantages of the SDF partnership encouraged several more 

institutions to build up new partnerships, not only in the Rhine catchment but as well in other countries 
in North-West Europe. The year 2007 is distinguished to be a starting point for new cooperations on 
transnational projects to face flood prevention, climate changes and coherence. 
 
 
3. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The long lasting effect of the InterReg partnership approach is as well the confirmation to continue 
with the work, with old and new partners – like a snowball system ! 
 
Though the cooperating partners have to invest most of the construction costs without funding, the 
incentive of the European InterReg Programme works like a catalyst for better results, more 
innovative techniques or improved public participation. A greater practical awareness of the different 
approaches is taken by organisations in different countries to issues of common interest, e.g. flood 
damage prevention and nature development; not only results in a better understanding, but also leads 
to improved implementation and planning practices and more cost-effective projects in each of the 
countries in question. 
An open exchange of positive and negative experiences during the implementation of projects is a 
prerequisite for achieving satisfactory results, enabling the parties to get the best out of each other. 
Cooperation not only educates the partners in the various countries, it also stimulates new ways of 
thinking. Partners are forced to look at their own project from a new perspective, thereby revealing 
new aspects and shedding a European light on local projects. 
By demonstrating the added value of floodplains in flood risk management, the SDF project hopes to 
stimulate further investment in floodplain development and influence future strategies in the long 
term. 
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(Fig.2) The “Polder Ingelheim” in Rheinland-Palatinate is 
constructed for a storage of 4.5 Mio m³ retention volume. 
The use of the floodplain in “normal” times is mainly for 
orchards and wetlands for bird sanctuaries; it is of high 
importance for recreation, as a European bicycle route is 
guided on top of the dike. 

(Fig.3) Site visits and transparency in planning processes are 
important for the acceptance of all projects. The German 
project “Polder Ingelheim” celebrated many public events 
and several times the Federal Minister of Environment 
visited the construction site to stress the importance of the 
project (here at the inlet building). 

 

  
(Fig.4) The “Dike Relocation Kirschgartshausen” is planned 
for a storage of 1.7 Mio m³. The site will be developed 
mainly with wetlands and forest – partly with “ecological 
floodings” –  and lead to an improvement of protected 
habitas in the neighbourhood.  

(Fig.5) “Bringing Europe to the People” is one of the aims of 
the project partnership. Within the German SDF sub-project 
“Emscher Floodplains” a representative of the Dutch 
Ministery of Transport, Public Works & Water Management 
worked as a moderator in public participation events. 
Therefore local residents and polticians accompanied the 
planning process more positive than in other projects without 
that added value. 

 

  
(Fig.6) The German Rhine tributary Emscher drains a region 
that belongs to the most densely populated ones throughout 
Europe. Motorways, shipping canals and brownfields still 
characterize the region. To develop room for the river means 
to create an effective flood management, to widen the river 
bed and to develop the surrounding spaces. 

(Fig.7) Under the SDF umbrella the project “Emscher 
Floodplains” was planned with soil excavation for two 
floodplains on 66 hectares in Dortmund to re-develop 
wetlands like the ones that accompanied the River Emscher 
more than 150 years ago. This project is a precondition for 
the following ecological development of the river.  
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(Fig.8) Part of the public involvement 
process is to visualize the outcomes of 
the planning phase.  
For the Dutch project 
“Hondsbroeksche Pleij” the bird’s 
view shows how the new floodplain 
fills if flood peaks arise. 
 
This first view is the „normal“ one, 
meaning no flood coming from 
upstream to the bifurcation of IJssel 
and Lower Rhine/Lek, where the cities 
of Arnhem and Westervoort are 
located.  

  

 

(Fig.9) This view shows a “normal” 
flood (meaning 11,27 m depth of the 
Rhine).  
 

  

 

(Fig.10) In this view the flood is at its 
highest peak (meaning 12,73 m depth 
of the Rhine), demonstrating how 
important the dikes are to prevent the 
settlements and industries from beeing 
under water. 
 

 
 


