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I. Background

Natural disasters appear to have become ever more frequent, both worldwide and in Europe.

- In 2005, floods hit a number of countries in central and northern Europe 
(southern Germany, Austria, Sweden, the Czech Republic, Romania, Slovenia, 
Hungary, the  Baltic states, etc), while not sparing the Mediterranean area 
(southern France and northern Italy).

- Fires claimed thousands of hectares of forest in the summer of 2005 in several 
countries of southern Europe (Spain, Portugal, southern France and Greece), 
leading to a number of deaths and considerable economic damage.

- The drought in Spain, Portugal, France and Italy has had disastrous effects on 
agriculture and has obliged the communities affected to introduce water 
rationing.

These are not the only kinds of natural disaster to have occurred in 2005, for there were also 
severe storms (in Sweden) and minor earthquakes (in Greece).

In the wake of these events of last year, there is now a huge demand in society for measures to 
be taken. For this, we need the participation of Community, national and regional authorities.

Natural disasters are the product of our planet's forces of nature and cannot be stopped from 
happening. However, we can:

1. act to ensure they are not worsened by human activities (e.g. by intensive agriculture), 
above all by fighting climate change;

2. take measures to alleviate the damage caused;

3. be prepared to deploy aid measures when such disasters happen.

The European Parliament has already expressed its view on various occasions, urging the EU 
and its Member States to take the necessary action (see annex: EP resolutions on natural 
disasters).

The EU can act in three areas; prevention, civil protection, and aid to the affected regions. In 
all these three, it needs to improve its capacities of intervention.

II. Prevention

At global level, it is necessary to combat climate change. The EU is in the vanguard of CO2
reductions (via the Emissions Trading System) and is encouraging other countries to take 
measures under the Kyoto Protocol. This is a long and necessary battle in which much 
remains to be done. We need to be prepared to tackle climate change and act to counter the 
damage arising from natural disasters.
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At local level, we also need to take measures to prevent inevitable natural disasters from 
having dire consequences.

New forecasting techniques and methods could help improve natural disaster prevention. 
GALILEO, the European satellite system, offers new opportunities for developing more 
sophisticated systems for forecasting natural disasters in Europe.

With regard to floods,  a number of measures already exist or are in process of being 
introduced. Some of these are listed and described in the Commission's communication on 
flood risk management1:

Ø scientific search methods aimed at enlarging our knowledge of the subject and 
developing warning systems in the context of the Sixth and Seventh Framework 
Programmes for Research and Development (we may cite the 'FLOOD site' project, for 
developing methods for area assessment and flood risk prevention); 

Ø flood alert measures (the European Flood Forecasting System): here we may note the 
development of an early warning system for flooding, which will have its test stage this 
year (for the Danube and Elbe); 

Ø financial protection measures via the Structural Funds: under the new legislation 
governing the Structural Funds, it is proposed that flood prevention measures, especially 
those of a technical nature, should be considered eligible expenditure. 

On 18 January 2006, the Commission submitted a proposal for a directive on the assessment 
and management of floods, under which it would be mandatory to carry out a flood risk
assessment for riverbeds and to establish flood risk maps and long-term prevention plans2.
With regard to fires, the Union could tackle the problem with the following measures: 

Ø drawing up a new European Forestry Strategy: the latest Commission 
communication does not set out specific proposals or measures - all it does is propose 
an action plan for forest protection, introducing a non-exhaustive list that includes
fighting fires. No self-respecting forestry policy can ignore the fires issue, since fires are 
the biggest cause of woodland deterioration;

Ø stressing fire prevention measures: the only measures of this type covered at present 
are those falling under the rural development policy. Among the defects that have been 
identified are lack of coordination and inadequate monitoring of the measures. As things 
stand, the rural development regulation includes a heading for the cofinancing of the 
creation of firebreaks by the farmers themselves, but this measure is not explicitly 
mentioned in the new European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) 
which will apply for the period 2007-2013. As well as creating firebreaks, it is 
necessary to make greater provision for forest roads, access points and water points;

  
1 COM (2004) 472, 12 July 2004.
2 Proposal for a directive on the assessment and management of floods, COM (2006) 15.
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Ø using the resources under the Forest Focus programme, which earmarks a small 
budget heading for info campaigns, but is likely to fall victim to the forthcoming 
financial programming arrangements. Fire prevention is not a major component of the 
new programme 'Life Plus', which would in theory subsume the 'Forest Focus' 
measures;

Ø undertaking research on the causes of fires: Parliament has asked the Commission, in 
the context of the 2006 budget, to draw up a study examining the causes of fires and of 
all other factors in woodland deterioration and proposing measures for improving 
coordination between regions and/or Member States; 

Ø creating a body or agency to be responsible for forest management: the study 
demanded by the EP should also look at the possibility of creating a body which would 
have overall responsibility in the field. 

With regard to drought, this, like fire and flood, is an inevitable occurrence which could 
nonetheless be studied more closely and tackled more effectively: 
Ø it needs to be observed more closely, with greater investment in research: for instance, a 

drought monitoring unit could be created, as called for by the EP in its resolution of 
12 March 2005;1

Ø with a view to establishing a European drought strategy, there is a case for drawing up a 
communication on drought risk management;

Ø it is necessary to encourage sensible water consumption and more rational water 
use. Proper water use should be promoted through a communication policy, and the 
Union should think twice about supporting tourism or agricultural projects that 
jeopardise sustainable water use.

With regard to other types of natural disaster (e.g. earthquakes), it remains to be seen 
whether the EU should contribute to prevention (e.g. construction of earthquake-proof 
buildings, risk assessment, etc).

III. Civil protection
The principle of Community solidarity applies only at Community level and where the 
Member States cannot deal with the situation alone. The EU thus has, above all, the role of 
coordinating civil protection actions in case of grave emergencies which require Member 
States to come to each other's aid. 

A number of Community measures already exist in this sense, but Union action in this area 
remains limited. 

The Community Civil Protection mechanism2 is an instrument that includes the EU 
Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC), which is a contact point for the different 
Member States via which aid may be requested from teams from other Member States where 
those of one alone are not sufficient. 

The Community Civil Protection programme3 exists to support activities for improving 
civil protection capacities at Union level by means of training.

  
1 P6_TA (2005 )0187
2 2001/792/EC.
3 1999/847/EC.
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Last summer's fires in the Iberian peninsula pointed up gaps in the system, above all as 
regards the effective and rapid coordination of civil protection at Union level. In view of the 
insufficiencies detected, the Commission is now in course of revising its civil protection 
policy, especially as regards strengthening EU-level coordination in the areas for which it is 
competent. 

In this connection, in April 2005 the Commission put forward a communication on 
improving the Community Civil Protection Mechanism,1  proposing the following 
measures:
Ø improving the EU-level coordination capacity in case of intervention; 

Ø forecasting natural disaster scenarios of all types in order to pinpoint the shortcomings 
of civil protection at all levels;

Ø developing the notion of the 'neighbourhood action team' based on small national civil 
protection cells capable of rapid intervention; 

Ø financing the transport costs of intervention in other Member States where necessary.
On the basis of this communication, on 26 January 2006 the Commission adopted a proposal 
for the amendment of the directive concerned2, including provision for increased Community 
expenditure on civil protection, notably for financing the costs of transport and materials.

The EP, in its capacity as budgetary authority, should envisage supporting the Commission in 
its aim of placing more funds at the disposal of this mechanism.

In addition, the Commission has proposed, as a financial instrument for civil protection, a 
regulation establishing a Rapid Response and Preparedness Instrument for major 
emergencies3, which comprises measures to:

Ø support, complementing them with Community financial aid, Member States' efforts 
to protect persons, the environment and goods; 

Ø contribute to the financing of emergency actions in the immediate wake of a 
natural disaster; 

Ø contribute to the effectiveness of the response and preparedness systems for serious 
emergencies and to the undertaking of preparedness and response actions in 
respect of the public health consequences of such situations.

The Solidarity Fund is an instrument which can serve subsequently to help finance public 
expenditure on reconstruction in the longer term following a natural disaster. It may also 
contribute by means of aid to the affected regions.

  
1 COM (2005) 137.
2 COM (2006) 29.
3 COM (2005) 113.
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IV. Aid to the affected regions

The Community instrument for contributing aid to regions affected by natural disasters is the 
Solidarity Fund. This instrument was set up after the severe floods  which struck central 
Europe in summer 2002 and wreaked enormous damage on public infrastructures. 
This instrument has received 37 applications for aid since 11 November 2002. The 
Commission has approved aid in 16 cases for disaster-hit regions.1

On 6 April 2005 the Commission proposed a new regulation for the Solidarity Fund. This is 
currently being debated at first reading under the codecision procedure by the Committee on 
Regional Development. The Commission proposes:

Ø to extend the Fund's scope to technological disasters, severe terrorist attacks and 
epidemics; 

Ø to lower the threshold of damage to public property qualifying for aid from the Fund 
to EUR 1 bn; 

Ø to eliminate the exclusion of regional disasters from eligibility under the Fund.
Our society wants this instrument to be able to alleviate the damage wrought by fire and 
drought, natural disasters which rarely damage public property to the extent currently required 
for Solidarity Fund eligibility, but which nonetheless create enormous problems for 
communities. In this connection, the use of this instrument needs to be made more flexible 
and put on a broader basis.

In addition, certain countries - Portugal and Romania - have proposed reallocating the 
'reserve' belonging to the Structural Funds in order to mitigate the impact of natural 
disasters in the affected regions. 
Concerning aid to farmers, we draw attention to a number of measures which were deployed 
last summer to assist farmers affected by natural disasters, especially drought, in the context 
of the CAP.

  
1 Council Regulation (EC) No 2012/2002 of 11 November 2002 establishing the Solidarity Fund.


