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This briefing note, prepared for the European Parliament’s own-initiative report on natural 
disasters, deals with certain cases of flooding and drought and outbreaks of fire which affected 
countries including Germany, Austria, France, Italy, Spain and Portugal particularly severely 
during the past year; it details in each case the specific weather conditions, the damage caused 
and the main measures taken. It is clear that each disaster occurred in a specific context and was 
unforeseeable. One is struck nonetheless by the recurrent nature of such phenomena in the 
affected regions and by the presence of certain aggravating factors which, although recognised, 
have not yet been properly addressed through the policies and instruments that Member States 
and the EU have developed for preventing and managing disasters. Where it is useful, the case 
reports highlight how preventive policies and measures have played an important role and how 
evaluation and response systems have been effective at the height of crises. 
 

1. FLOODS 
 

The countries worst affected by flooding in 2005 were Sweden and the Baltic states at the start 
of the year and a number of central European countries (notably Romania, which was worst hit, 
as well as southern Germany, Austria, Switzerland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovenia, 
Moldova, Croatia and Poland) in the month of August. The south of France also suffered from 
heavy rain in September 2005 and southern Italy was particularly badly stricken by severe 
weather, with torrential rainfall in March, April and October. Most of the regions affected had 
already suffered similar disasters1. The torrential rains of August 2005, however, caused 
Europe’s worst floods since 2002, killing more than 70 people. 
 
In most of the countries affected the impact of the flooding was disastrous. Homes, 
infrastructure and production (especially agricultural output) suffered heavy damage, and there 
were major economic and social effects as well as environmental damage and resultant health 
and social problems for the people concerned. 
 
Triggered by heavy rain or storms, most of the floods were unavoidable. It is likely, however, 
that their impact was aggravated by a number of factors associated with human activity: these 
are listed below. 
 

 intensive development particularly in areas at risk (urban development and road 
building, the re-routing of rivers and ill-advised use of flood-prone land). In France, for 
example, the Ministry of the Environment has concluded that 4.5 million people, across 
almost 8 000 local-authority areas, are living on land at risk from flooding; 

 deforestation, especially in valleys in Germany and Austria where tree felling has been 
permitted to make way for the construction of holiday homes and industrial and commercial 
development along the previously wooded banks of mountain rivers; 

 

                                                 
1  There was disastrous flooding in central Europe in 1999 causing more than € 700 million of damage; the rivers 

Elbe and Danube and their tributaries flooded in 2002 after severe rains, causing more than 100 deaths, the 
evacuation of tens of thousands of people and some € 15 billion of damage in Germany, the Czech Republic, 
Austria, Hungary, Croatia and Slovakia; there was repeated flooding in south-eastern France in September 2002 
and December 2003. 
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 intensive agriculture – criticised for rendering the top layers of the soil impermeable, 
reducing the acreage of grassland, which includes flood areas, bringing pasture land under 
cultivation and encouraging spring cropping; 

 soil erosion. 
 

1.1. AUSTRIA 
 

1.1.1. The facts  
In Austria, floods and landslides that began on 21 August affected the provinces of Lower 
Austria (especially the Korneuburg district), Burgenland (particularly Wiener Neustadt), 
southern Carinthia (particularly Lavantall) and Styria (Weiz, Bruck and Fischbacher). Over the 
following four days exceptionally heavy rain fell in the Tyrol and Vorarlberg where four people 
died as a result, and most of the rivers flooded. 
 
Many areas in the province of Vorarlberg were cut off for days due to flooding on roads, the 
closure of tunnels (notably the Arlberg route) and the destruction of some road and rail links as 
well as telephone and power lines. On 27 August, roads into Gargellen were still closed and the 
army had to maintain an air lift, bringing in supplies and evacuating 500 people including many 
tourists. Tourists were also cut off in the resorts of Ischgl and Galt in the Tyrol. A rock fall 
killed one man in Längenfeld in Ötztal (west Tyrol). 
 
A number of houses were damaged by landslides in Styria and 50 had to be evacuated. There 
were reports of several people being hurt and there was one death when a house collapsed under 
a mud slide. 
 

1.1.2. Estimated damage  
On 19 October 2005 Austria applied for aid from the EU Solidarity Fund under the provision for 
help with regional disasters. It estimated the cost of the damage at € 414 million in the Tyrol and 
€ 177 million in Vorarlberg. Almost 100 municipalities had suffered (61 in the Tyrol and 36 in 
Vorarlberg) and 1 474 farms had been affected in Vorarlberg alone. Apart from the EU 
Solidarity Fund, other sources of finance for the reconstruction effort include the Austrian 
National Fund for Natural Disasters, regional authority budgets and insurance (with claims 
estimated at € 20 million). A further € 750 000 is likely be transferred from structural-fund 
resources. 
 
Those hardest hit were the people living in the areas, who were affected by damage to homes 
and infrastructure (€ 43 million of damage was done to the rail network in Vorarlberg where 
several bridges and stretches of line were destroyed and damage to the road network in the same 
province cost € 3-4 million, while damage to roads in Styria was estimated at € 17 million). 
Response measures were effective in limiting the impact of the flooding on tourism, which is  
vital to the local economy (accounting for almost one-tenth of GDP), but many tracts of 
farmland were unusable after the disaster. 
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1.1.3. Measures taken 
The crisis was managed effectively by the federal, regional and local authorities concerned. The 
Government met on 24 August to plan the response. The relief effort on the ground was 
impressive, mobilising more than 26 000 Red Cross personnel, as well as the fire service, the 
army (which dispatched 2 500 soldiers) and the police (1 200 officers), not counting volunteers 
who assisted with various emergency operations (airlift evacuations, helping people to safe 
places, reinforcing riverbanks, for example). 
 
As well as the immediate response, the Government agreed a number of emergency support 
measures. A € 30 million federal disaster fund was created and legislation is in preparation 
providing for a further € 72 million in fiscal and other measures over the period 2005-2007 to 
compensate the flood victims and aid reconstruction: in conjunction with existing measures this 
means that a total of € 128 million has been earmarked for the relief effort. 
 

1.2. GERMANY 
 

1.2.1. The facts  
From mid-August a number of towns and cities along the River Elbe in Germany (including 
Dresden, Dassau, Magdeburg and Muehlberg) were on alert as flooding spread from the Czech 
Republic. It was exceptionally heavy rain between 21 and 26 August 2005, however, which 
caused the most serious flooding when the Danube and a number of its tributaries (the Lech, 
Iller, Isar and Inn) burst their banks and flooded parts of several Länder, including Bavaria. The 
crisis point had been preceded by days of persistent heavy rainfall. The fact that the soil was 
already waterlogged aggravated the effect of torrential rain on 20 August and storm conditions 
were created as masses of warm, damp air from the Mediterranean basin collided with colder 
fronts in southern Bavaria. 
 

Towns where a state of alert was declared included: 
- Erding, Freising and Garmisch-Partenkirchen in the Isar valley, 
- Neu-Ulm where hundreds of people had to be evacuated, Ingolstadt, Kehlheim, Regensburg and 

Passau on the valley of the Danube, 
- Rosenheim in the Inn valley, 
- Werdenstein, Kempten, Martinszell, Sonthofen and Tiefenbach in the Iller valley. 

 
The heaviest rainfall was recorded in the Alpine triangle of Allgaü, Donauwörth and 
Mangfallgebirge and in the Kempten region where rainfall of 150-250 mm set new local 
records. 
 

1.2.2. Estimated damage 
The level of damage, at around € 172 million, was below the threshold for aid from the EU 
Solidarity Fund, which assists in the event of major or exceptional disasters. 
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1.2.3. Measures taken 
There was a strong immediate response to the events. Crisis units were set up and a series of 
emergency measures followed. Steps were subsequently taken to provide compensation and to 
prevent flooding in the future. 
 
In addition to the work of the emergency units set up during the crisis, local authorities 
responded very quickly to restore normality and limit the impact of the floods (a publicity 
campaign was launched in an effort to sustain tourism, and streets and footpaths were cleared).  
 
The Federal Government and the State Government of Bavaria rapidly reached agreement on a 
programme to help the victims: as it did following floods in East Germany in 2002, the Federal 
Government covered 50% of the costs (paying out € 66 million in compensation and aid for 
reconstruction). The European Commission has already received two notifications of state aid in 
respect of compensation payments, particularly to the agriculture industry. 
 
The Federal Government also undertook to pay the Land of Bavaria € 99 million over three 
years to improve flood protection measures under the ‘Bavarian Action Programme 2020’. For 
its part, the Land announced an increase in its contribution to investment in flood prevention 
between 2006 and 2008, bringing the annual total to € 150 million. 
 

1.3.  FRANCE 
 
1.3.1. The facts 
Over a three-day period between 6 and 9 September 2005 two successive waves of torrential 
rain struck the south-eastern wine-growing départements of Gard and Hérault. The extremely 
heavy rain (160 mm fell on the Nîmes area, and 300 mm on Montpellier after an earlier 200 mm 
downpour – equivalent to two months of normal rainfall) led to widespread flooding.  
 
The worst was avoided, however, through the use of reservoirs constructed after severe flooding 
in 1988, which bore part of the impact at the height of the crisis. All the same, many people had 
to be rescued as 620 homes were flooded. The first wave of rain claimed no victims but the 
second caused the accidental drowning of a farmer in Lodève (Hérault). The combination of 
heavy rain and flooding also disrupted travel and many drivers and school pupils found 
themselves stranded, some having to be accommodated overnight. More than 80 roads were 
impassable and rail traffic was paralysed. 
 

1.3.2. Estimated damage 
Agriculture was hard hit by the rain and floods, with forestry, wine-growing and shellfish 
farming particularly badly disrupted. The Chamber of Agriculture in Aude (Minervois) 
estimated that almost 450 hectares of orchards and vineyards were destroyed. In all the wine-
growing areas affected (some 12 000 hectares of vines in total) the combination of torrential 
rain, flooding and soil saturation left vineyard access roads furrowed and impassable to both 
machinery and hand-pickers, with only 20% of the grapes already harvested. In the département 
of Gard the severe weather was reported to have caused a ‘slight delay’ in the grape harvest and 
winegrowers there were still counting on a good vintage. 
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While the level of damage was high, it was below the threshold for aid from the EU Solidarity 
Fund, to which France had been forced to apply on two previous occasions when similar 
damage had been caused2. 
 

1.3.3. Measures taken 
Shortly after the national Meteorological Office announced that the départements of Gard and 
Hérault had been put on the highest level of alert, the Ministry of the Interior took a series of 
precautionary measures (dispatching school buses earlier than usual, securing or evacuating 
camp sites and restricting traffic after 6 pm, for example). It also commissioned an early impact 
assessment, particularly with regard to the impending grape harvest, in order to cope better with 
the damage. 
 
On the ground, administrative offices in each département launched a comprehensive package 
of disaster-prevention measures (setting up a telephone alert system with a free call number, 
putting helicopter crews and firefighters on standby, requisitioning some sixty divers and 
sending special army units equipped with inflatable boats and air support to certain flood-prone 
areas). Crisis units were immediately set up to manage decision-making at local level (closure of 
flooded motorways and roads, organisation of a staged exit from workplaces to prevent rush-
hour traffic hold-ups, and conduct of necessary evacuation operations – such as that involving 
800 campers at risk from flooding on the river Lez in the Nîmes region). 
 
The disaster rekindled interest in a public project for the demolition of unsafe homes (mainly in 
the Rhône delta). In the disaster-prone département of Gard, where demolition operations are 
currently under way, the chief administrative office estimates that 130 000 people – in more 
than 400 dwellings spread over 65 municipalities – live in areas liable to flooding, a thousand of 
them in high-risk sectors. 
 

1.4. Italy 
 

Beginning in early March, the entire country experienced continuous rain accompanied by snow 
and black ice. In some local-authority areas mud slides followed, causing severe damage (in the 
Naples region, for example, three elderly people were reported missing after a landslide, and in 
the Cavallerizzo area of Calabria streets were blocked by torrents of mud)3. The extreme 
weather caused major delays for rail and air traffic, and sections of motorway in northern Italy 
had to be closed. The Italian Farmers’ Union estimated the cost of damage to agriculture at 
€ 650 million. 
 
A similar disaster occurred in October 2005 in southern Italy where six people were killed, a 
bridge in Cassano delle Murge was swept away and landslides severely disrupted traffic and 
derailed a high-speed train in Puglia. Here too there was exceptionally heavy rain (161 mm – 
equivalent to the regional average rainfall for a year – fell in less than three hours in one area of 
                                                 
2 The two applications were made in respect of regional disasters in Gard in 2002 (where € 835 million of damage  
   was caused and € 21 million of aid was provided) and in the Rhône delta in 2004 (where damage amounted to  
   € 785 million and € 19.625 million was paid out in aid). 
3 In May 1998, 119 people had died in the town of Sarno near Salerno in southern Italy after torrential rain caused  
   repeated mudslides in the streets.  
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Puglia), causing many roads to be closed.  
 
The recurrence of such disasters – often with fatal consequences – has inevitably highlighted the 
issue of land management in the worst affected regions and the problem of badly sited buildings 
in areas at risk. 
 

2. DROUGHT 
 

An exceptionally widespread and prolonged drought hit southern and western Europe in 2005, 
affecting all of Portugal and large regions of Spain, France and Italy. Recent rain has since eased 
the situation in some of the regions concerned. In the worst affected areas, however, the 
consequences are still being felt and it has not yet been possible to determine the full impact of 
the disaster on cultivation and stock-rearing – both directly (in terms of crop and livestock 
losses) and indirectly – and also on the rural community, forests and the environment (many 
areas have been turned into desert, vegetation has suffered and ecosystems have been affected 
by major long-term changes in the process of carbon exchange at continental level4). 
 
While low levels of rainfall over several consecutive years brought about the problem, it has 
been aggravated by the high demand in certain countries for water sprinkling at the height of 
summer. The drought has thus reopened a debate about water management (including the 
transfer of water, the condition of pipe networks, and how water as a resource is shared between 
farmers and other users), about irrigation and, in some countries, about reforming national 
systems for disaster management. The French Ministry of the Environment responded with a 
number of new proposals in a plan for managing water shortages, which aims to counter the 
impact of droughts over the next 10 years. The severe shortage of water in Spain has revived old 
quarrels between the worst affected regions, each of which has called on central government to 
transfer large volumes of water into their reservoirs, drawing criticism from environmentalists 
who condemn the traditional client-centred style of water management.  
 

2.1. PORTUGAL 
 

2.1.1. The facts   
While the whole of Portugal has been experiencing unprecedented drought, the situation is 
particularly bad in the southern regions of Algarve and Alentejo where water has been in short 
supply since the last quarter of 2004. 
 
The lack of rain meant that water reserves had been at half their normal level since autumn 2004 
(rainfall since 1 October 2004 has been 65% below average) and moisture levels in the soil were 
also reduced. By April 2005, several local authority areas in the south-east had reached crisis 
point due to lack of rain: 18 600 people had no running water and were relying on supplies from 
delivery tankers. The water shortage worsened as the year went on and drought spread virtually 
throughout the country: by mid-June, according to the Water Institute, 50% of mainland 

                                                 
4 See the CarboEurope European research project.  
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Portugal was experiencing extreme drought conditions and the situation was severe in 30% of 
the country. 
 
As a result of the drought, fires ravaged some 293 000 hectares of forest, scrubland and fields, 
and large numbers of fish died due to low water levels. 
 

2.1.2. The impact on agriculture 
The drought has hit the agriculture industry particularly severely. In early August the Portuguese 
Farmers’ Union estimated that farmers’ losses amounted to € 2 billion, or 1.5% of GDP. 
 
Serious problems were created at the beginning of the year by a combination of the water 
shortage and frost: cereal growing was disrupted, animal feedstuffs were in short supply and 
irrigation was at risk. The situation remained critical throughout the summer. The continued 
drought affected the growth of pasture and fodder crops, and the lack of grass forced farmers to 
draw on stocks of straw and hay or to buy in animal feed. The shortage of grazing was 
aggravated by restrictions placed on animal movement as part of a campaign to prevent the viral 
disease bluetongue, several cases having been detected in cattle in November 2004. The drought 
was also responsible for a drop of some 60% in cereal yields5 per hectare and an 80% decline in 
the production of fodder and grass, causing prices to rise and creating a demand for imported 
grain. There was also a 26% decline in the acreage of maize. 
 

2.1.3. Measures taken 
The Government decided to take early measures to ease the impact of the drought on farmers. In 
January 2005 more than € 20 million was earmarked for aid with the cost of animal feed and 
bluetongue vaccination and testing kits. Farmers in the most severely drought stricken regions 
received additional payments for the purchase of fodder and for boring wells or buying water 
storage tanks and benefited from a social security contributions ‘holiday’, the total aid package 
amounting to € 100 million. The Government also ran a publicity campaign encouraging people 
to reduce water consumption, and the processing of assessing applications for well drilling was 
accelerated. 
 
At the request of the national authorities, the cereal management committee also authorised the 
release of cereal from intervention, the first transfer of 200 000 tonnes of Hungarian cereal 
(80 000 tonnes of maize, 80 000 tonnes of wheat and 40 000 tonnes of barley) taking place in 
May. The European Commission also agreed to bring forward certain support payments, to 
allow fallow land to be used for feeding animals in the worst hit regions.  
Commission authorisation is also awaited for two state aid measures of which Portugal has 
given notification – the allocation of funds to help farmers invest in water supply and support 
for the purchase of animal feed. 
 
Because the private sector bore the brunt of the damage, there is unlikely to be an application for 
aid from the Solidarity Fund.  
 
 
 

                                                 
5 In comparison with 2004, yields were down by 70% for wheat, more than 65% for oats and 25% for rye. 
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2.2. SPAIN 
 
2.2.1. The facts 
The drought in 2005 affected a large area of Spain: nine of the 17 Autonomous Communities – 
covering the entire east and south of the country – were significantly affected. Central regions 
also suffered to some extent.  
 
The widespread and recurrent nature of the drought gives rise to concern about its effects, 
following several consecutive years of low rainfall. 
 
Winter 2004/2005 was one of the driest that Spain has experienced in 60 years, with levels of 
rainfall very significantly down: the Meteorological Institute reported that total rainfall levels 
from September 2004 to February 2005 were between 31% and 70% of the average for the 
mainland Spain, and the levels in southern Spain were consistently less than 40% of the average. 
In January and February 2005 the situation worsened, particularly in central and southern Spain. 
The drought was ‘serious’ across 40% of the country and ‘extreme’ in 35%. 
 
The drought subsequently worsened and seriously affected production. In September 2005 
Spain’s water reserves were still falling and stood at 41.4% of capacity (22 037 hm3 of water in 
reservoirs, compared with an average figure for the previous 10 years of 37 000 hm3). The level 
of reserves in dams on the Rivers Segura (at 12.4%) and Jucar (at 19.4%) in eastern Spain were 
particularly alarming. 
 

2.2.2. The impact on agriculture 
Farming in dry areas and extensive stock rearing were worst hit by the drought, but wider 
damage has been done to society and the environment generally. 
 
Farmers’ losses have been substantial. The agricultural industry right along the Mediterranean 
seaboard has faced catastrophic conditions. In terms of quality and volume the sectors hardest 
hit have been cereal and sugar beet production and stock rearing but the bad weather in January 
and February also affected grain harvests. According to Ministry of Agriculture statistics, the 
winter grain harvest is 52.9% down overall on the level of 2004: wheat shows a 33% decline (at 
2 959 tonnes against 4 393 in the previous year), barley production is 58% lower (at 4 448 
tonnes against 10 609 in 2004), and the maize yield is 20% down (at 3 951 tonnes compared 
with 4 766). Sunflower production has also been seriously hit, falling by 48% (to approximately 
399 000 tonnes against 785 000 in 2004) due to a reduction in the area of land planted as well as 
the water shortage. The reduced production figures were reflected in increased dependency on 
grain imports. Overall losses are estimated at € 1.7 billion in terms of crop sales and € 1 billion 
in the livestock sector. 
 

2.2.3. Measures taken 
The sustained weather problems necessitated specific early measures, particularly because some 
farmers were hit twice during the year, first by the early frosts and then by the drought. 
Compensation was therefore paid to fruit and vegetable growers to mitigate the impact of frost 
damage in the first quarter, and a series of emergency support payments were then made to 
farmers affected by the drought. 
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Spain also applied for a number of exemptions from Community rules, notably so that cereal 
could be transferred from intervention to meet the fodder needs created by the drought6: it also  
sought a relaxation of rural development rules, authorisation to use fallow land for feeding 
animals, the advance payment of certain Community aids7 and a number of specific measures 
(in relation to stock withdrawal and legume harvesting, for example). It recognised that, like 
Portugal, it did not meet the criteria for aid from the EU Solidarity Fund (see Annex 1). 
 
In late June (with production already down by 20% in less favoured areas and by 30% in other 
areas) an emergency survival plan was drawn up for the sectors of the agricultural industry 
(including growers, stock farmers and bee keepers) worst affected by the extreme weather, 
particularly the drought and frost. The key features of the plan were the creation of a 
€ 750 million credit facility to cover low-interest loans, a reduction or moratorium on social 
security contributions, rebates on water bills for crop sprinkling, and the acceleration of work to 
modernise and improve existing irrigation systems and construct drinking troughs and other 
water supply points. 
 
In late September a number of regions (including Cataluňa and Andalucía) had to impose 
restrictions on water use and decided to reduce supplies to farms as well as urban and tourist 
areas. At the same time the Government approved the establishment in Santander of a national 
drought observatory. 
 

2.3. FRANCE 
 
2.3.1. The facts 
At the height of summer 2005 drought affected a large crescent-shaped area running from the 
west to the south east of the country. The worst hit regions were on the Atlantic seaboard 
(Poitou-Charentes, Pays de Loire, Brittany, Gironde and Landes), in the northern Parisian basin 
and in Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur. The rest of France did not escape, however: the western 
central, Midi-Pyrénées and Rhône-Alpes regions were all affected, in some areas for a fourth 
consecutive year. Throughout the summer, more and more départements reported drought 
conditions and the imposition of water restrictions: in late July 52 were affected, by early 
August the number had risen to 66 and in early September it stood at 71. In mid-October, 40 of 
these were still affected. 
 
Production of fodder crops (including silage maize) and non-irrigated grain maize was worst hit. 
Apart from its impact on agriculture, however, the extreme weather also affected the natural 
world: 3 800 km of water courses dried up, and large numbers of fish died as a result. 
 
The lack of rainfall, which had been apparent in some areas since September 2004, worsened in 
the following months. It was a particularly dry winter throughout France, especially in the 
Mediterranean regions and along the Atlantic seaboard. Not enough snow fell to restore the 
water table, and the levels kept falling in major reservoirs. Reduced rainfall in the spring 

                                                 
6 Authorisation was received in late June for 500 000 tonnes to be transferred and in September for a further  
  500 000 tonnes and is currently awaited for 200 000 tonnes of wheat. 
7 For the entire country except Galicia, Asturias, Cantabria and the Basque region. 
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aggravated the situation. Since then, the heavy rains of early September have restored the most 
sensitive water tables in most regions and it has been possible to lift restrictions on water use. 
 

2.3.2. Measures taken 
Public authorities were quick to take the warning signs of drought seriously and as early as 
February they called on the public to curb water use. 
 
A Drought Monitoring Committee8, tasked with observing and analysing the situation, met 
regularly, enabling early measures to be taken as the threat of drought increased and helping to 
prepare and supervise a tailored package of measures for the farming sector. The first preventive 
steps were taken in March 2005 as farmers were encouraged to save water and to take account 
of the effects of drought when planning their crop rotation. The industry responded and the area 
planted with maize, which is highly dependent on rainfall and irrigation, was reduced by 7% in 
2005 (in Poitou-Charentes, Midi-Pyrénées and Aquitaine there was a 20% reduction) as farmers 
opted for alternative crops that required less water. Certain types of water use were officially 
restricted in many départements9 and rules for the prevention of fire outbreaks were tightened 
especially in wooded areas (in some cases lighting fires was entirely prohibited, in others it was 
restricted, for example during ‘red alert’ periods). A comprehensive information and monitoring 
system was thus set up involving cooperation between state, regional and local authorities. 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture also applied to the European Commission for derogation from the 
rules on use of fallow land in 2005, so that farmers could graze fallow fields or mow them in 
order to feed their stock. The Commission responded positively, issuing authorisations on 
20 April and 30 June 2005 for, respectively, 41 and 77 départements. In August the Ministry 
applied for the derogation to be extended to the entire territory of mainland France. 
 
In September the National Agricultural Disasters Committee began to consider applications for 
aid. At the time of writing it has recognised 40 départements as eligible for support in respect of 
all or part of their territory under the ‘Agricultural Disasters’ procedure10. Applications from six 
further départements were under consideration and decisions were expected within days11. 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture moved swiftly to put in place an initial compensation package, and 
specific assistance (in the form of a rise in rates of compensation for fodder loss) has been 
announced for stock-rearing areas that have suffered recurrent crises in recent years. Efforts 
were also under way to speed up the process of paying out compensation to livestock farmers 
and growers eligible for aid from the national agricultural disasters fund. 
To ease the cash-flow situation for farmers, the Ministry also announced that a number of 
premiums (for milk cow herds, ewes and goats and for slaughter) would be paid out early. 
 
                                                 
8  Set up in 2003, the committee comprises representatives of farmers’ organisations, intervention offices and 

government departments. 
9  Eventually three départements (Charente, Deux-Sèvres and Charente Maritime) banned all irrigation, granting 

only a few exceptions (for market garden crops, fruit and flower cultivation and tobacco, for example). 
10Alpes de Haute Provence, Hautes Alpes, Ardèche, Aude, Aveyron, Cantal, Charente, Charente Maritime, Corrèze, 

Côte d’Or, Creuse, Dordogne, Drôme, Gard, Haute Garonne, Gironde, Hérault, Ille et Vilaine, Indre, Isère, 
Landes, Loire, Haute Loire, Loire Atlantique, Lot et Garonne, Lozère, Maine et Loire, Morbihan, Nièvre, Puy de 
Dôme, Pyrénées Atlantiques, Hautes Pyrénées, Rhône, Saône et Loire, Deux-Sèvres, Tarn, Vaucluse, Vendée, 
Vienne and Haute Vienne 

11 Ain, Allier, Ariège, Indre et Loire, Lot and Sarthe 
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2.3.3. The impact on agriculture 
Having learned a hard lesson in 2003, the agriculture industry quickly geared up to cope with 
the impact of the drought in 2005 (for example by coordinating water management, reviewing 
crop rotation systems and notably planting less maize, introducing new crop varieties, stocking 
fodder and buying it in to sustain winter stocks, and moving water towers to extend irrigation). 
 
The situation in 2005 was also quite different from that of 2003. Levels of rainfall in the spring 
were sufficient, despite a heat wave at the end of June, to ensure that crops and grass grew 
satisfactorily. Yields from the first cut of silage in June were adequate and authorisation from 
the European Commission to use fallow land for feeding livestock in 77 départements allowed 
the fodder supply to be secured. While harvest yields were reduced, they remained above the 
average for 2000-2004. There was actually an increase in the oilseed harvest, largely due to a 
good performance by colza – more of it was planted and the yield set a record, resulting in a 
10% increase in output over 2004. By contrast the drought hit the maize yield and the acreage 
sown with grain was reduced: grain production was expected to be down by 20% on the level of 
2004 (at 13 million tonnes compared with 16.3 million). The pea, industrial beet and potato 
harvests were also significantly reduced although potato output was still above the five-year 
average. 
 
The situation varied widely, however, among different regions and crop types (maize, fodder 
crops, fruit and vegetables). According to the November 2005 Agreste news bulletin, the impact 
of the drought on grassland areas varied considerably: in Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Haute-
Normandie, Lorraine and Franche-Comté production levels were generally normal, whereas 
they were severely reduced along the Atlantic seaboard and in the Rhône Valley. Throughout 
France as a whole, on 20 October half the areas under grass showed a decline in output of at 
least 25% by comparison with normal levels. 
 
In certain parts of northern, north-eastern and south-western France, rains in September allowed 
crops to recover. In other areas, however, the situation for growers and livestock producers has 
deteriorated: very little grass is being produced, cereal yields have been badly affected by 
premature ripening and restrictions on irrigation, the need for regular recourse to supplementary 
fodder has reduced winter stocks, and cash flows are tight because the drought has generated 
additional costs, notably higher water bills as livestock farmers have had to supply their herds 
with drinking water over a longer period than normal, and growers have made greater than 
normal use of irrigation. 
 
Total losses are currently estimated at around € 1 billion. Compensation to the value of some 
€ 230 million will be paid out during the winter. 
 

2.4. ITALY 
 

2.4.1. The facts  
The drought of 2005 hit the north of Italy harder than the south. By late spring, authorities in the 
Mantua region had issued a drought warning because the level of the River Po was abnormally 
low for the season. While the Po and its tributaries have since stabilised, the low water levels in 
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mountain reservoirs continue to cause concern. Warm, dry weather has also been responsible for 
some 50 outbreaks of fire. 
 

2.4.2. Measures taken 
The Government has taken a number of measures to counter the effects of the drought 
(installing small reservoirs in northern regions and extending the existing water supply network 
in southern Italy). The Interministerial Committee for Regional Development (CIPE) has set 
aside € 1 billion to help fund a national irrigation plan. 
 

3. FIRES 
 

The incidence of forest fires in the Mediterranean regions of the EU has increased in recent 
years. In 2003 they destroyed an area of almost 740 000 hectares and cost more than 40 lives. In 
2004, in the worst affected countries, fires destroyed 346 766 hectares. In 2005, by the time of 
writing, 484 000 hectares had already been devastated. The latest series of fires came much 
earlier in the year than usual, occurring in exceptionally dry conditions: the situation was critical 
for long periods as the number of outbreaks peaked and the level of risk remained high 
throughout July and August, particularly in south-western regions of the EU.  
Portugal was by far the most severely affected country, with 294 000 hectares destroyed. Rain at 
the end of August reduced the level of risk in most countries but serious outbreaks continued to 
occur in both Spain and Portugal. 
The immediate damage done by fires is huge, at a human level and in terms of infrastructure, 
housing and local business activity, notably farming and tourism. In the long term, recurrent 
fires gradually make the forest vulnerable, disrupting the sustainable management of ecosystems 
and leaving them fragile. 
The outbreaks of fire in 2005 were largely caused by drought and high temperatures in the 
summer. The persistent drought tended to encourage the accumulation of masses of combustible 
and readily inflammable material on the ground, and on occasions the wind and the build-up of 
heat triggered fresh outbreaks where earlier fires had been brought under control. 
 
Other factors, however, have also contributed to the high-risk situation, namely: 

  the gradual exodus from the countryside and the abandonment of traditional rural activities 
(including forestry, arable farming and stock rearing); 

 inadequate forest management (particularly in Portugal, due to the rural exodus, the 
desertification of areas in the interior of the country and the fact that too many landowners 
neglect to clear brushwood from their property); 

 the existence of large areas of single-species forest, making it easier for fires to spread and 
become very extensive, or the fact that unsuitable tree species have been planted; 

 the lack of any real, properly resourced fire-prevention policy; 
 leniency in cases where fires are the result of human activity – given that a significant 

percentage of fire outbreaks is caused by failure to appreciate the risk or to observe 
elementary precautions (respecting bans on burning-over, slash-and-burn land clearance or 
the use of machinery). 
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Other specific factors aggravate the problem in certain countries. In Portugal, the spread of  
urban development, land use that eats away at the coastal forest and splits it into smaller areas12  
and a steady decline in the number of farms are problems frequently cited. They may well  
explain why Portugal has significantly more forest fires than other southern European countries  
that are equally prone to drought13. 
 
The environmental, economic and social threat posed by forest fires has long been recognised in 
the EU, and justifies the Community’s support for Member States’ efforts to prevent and combat 
the phenomenon14 (see Annex 2). The recurrence of forest fires in those countries regularly 
affected does, however, raise questions about the lack of a real EU forests policy, about the 
effectiveness of fire-fighting efforts (in terms of organisation, coordination and the training of 
volunteer firefighters), about the need for effective campaigns to inform and educate people and 
raise awareness of the problem, and also about the need for stronger measures to be taken 
against negligent landowners and careless or criminal fire starters. Given that 90% of fires occur 
as a result of human activity and that almost half of all fires are explained by negligence or 
carelessness (people using fireworks in periods of drought, farmers burning agricultural waste, 
or stock keepers setting fire to mountain heath to create grazing areas, for example) these are 
factors that deserve more consideration. 
 

3.1. PORTUGAL 
 

3.1.1. The facts  
Since January 2005 fires have destroyed almost 293 911 hectares of forest and fallow land15 in 
Portugal – the centre and north of the country being worst affected. The fires, in which small 
scale maritime pine and eucalyptus plantations have suffered most, devastated 192 721 hectares 
of forest and 101 190 hectares of scrubland. The districts of Coimbra, Vila Real and Santarém, 
where the damaged areas covered respectively 48 579, 28 989 and 28 214 hectares, were the 
most severely affected. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
12 More than 93% of the 3.3 million hectares of Portuguese forest land belongs to approximately 500 000 private 
    owners, 70% of whom have more than four hectares and only 1% more than 100 hectares. Portugal is the  
    European country with the smallest area of publicly owned forest. 
13 The number of fires per 1 000 hectares is seven times higher in Portugal than in Spain or Italy and 22 times  
    higher than in Greece, according to a study published in August by the Portuguese Nature Protection League. 
14 Council Regulation No 3529/86 (EEC) of 17 November 1986 on protection of the Community's forests against  
    fire, OJ L 015 of 19 January 1989 p. 0039, and Council Regulation No 2158/92 (EEC) of 23 July 1992 on  
    protection of the Community's forests against fire, OJ  L 217 of 31 July 1992, pp. 0003-0007, implemented by  
    the Member States up to December 2002, when it expired. 
15 Data from a satellite image recorded on 9 October 2005 
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Breakdown of fires by district (figures for 9 October 2005) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It has not always been easy to identify the causes of the fires. In most cases, however, human 
activity was blamed.  
 

In the Coimbra district, two fires destroyed 15 394 hectares and 12 147 hectares respectively. The origin of 
the first was criminal, while the second was started by the use of agricultural machinery. In Vila Real, the 
cause of the largest fires, which destroyed respectively 6 664 hectares and 3 649 hectares, is unknown. In 
Santarém, 6 694 hectares were burned as a result of vandalism. 

 
More than 35 000 outbreaks of fire were confirmed, 40% of them in July and August alone: 
.  7 843 fires destroyed an area of more than 1 hectare; 
.  292 destroyed more than 100 hectares and, of these, 94 destroyed more than 500 hectares 

(accounting for 68% of the total area burned). 
 
Within 10 years almost 800 000 hectares have been destroyed in this way, and it is feared that 
major fires are a recurrent phenomenon that is gradually eroding one of western Europe’s largest 
forests (forest in Portugal covers 3.2 million hectares or 36% of the territory). 
 

3.1.2. The damage 
The fires were particularly destructive. Despite all the personnel and machinery mobilised to 
control them (more than 3 000 firefighters, hundreds of soldiers and police officers, 32 aircraft 
and 824 vehicles) and a European contribution (in the form of nine firefighting planes and 
helicopters from other Member States of the EU) sent in response to a request from the 
Portuguese authorities, more than 100 families lost their homes and 730 farms and 500 farm 
buildings were destroyed. 
 
Although precise figures are not yet available, the overall cost is estimated at close to 
€ 1 billion, the farming industry alone having lost € 300 million. Livestock and arable farmers in 
the southern regions of Alentejo and Algarve were particularly badly affected but small-scale 
forestry operators in the wooded central and northern regions also suffered, as did many growers 
of maize, potatoes and olives on the scattered plots characteristic of those areas. Cultivated land 
accounted for almost 10% of the acreage destroyed. 
 
 
 
 

District Area burned (in hectares) Porto 20 485 
Total 293 913  Castelo Branco 16 261 

Coimbra 48 579 Braga 12 354 
Vila Real 28 989 Bragança 11 531 
Santarém 28 214 Lissabon 2 029 
Vianado Castelo 26 484 Portoalegre 1 811 
Leiria 24 771 Faro 1 656 
Guarda 23 901 Beja 1 606 
Aveiro 22 012 Évora 1 373 
Viseu 20 819 Setúbal 1 038 
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3.1.3. Measures taken 
Responding to the worrying lack of rainfall, the Portuguese authorities mobilised rapidly to cope 
with the threat of fires. A state of alert was declared on 15 May 2005 and was maintained until 
30 September. In the Alentejo region, where drought and high temperatures have persisted, it 
was still in place at the time of writing. 
 
On 20 August, with some 50 outbreaks of fire across the country, Portugal applied (as it had 
done in 2003 and 2004) to the EU Monitoring and Information Centre for help from the 
European civil protection system. Civil protection authorities in the 30 participating countries16 
were immediately alerted, and in less than 24 hours additional firefighting planes and 
helicopters were sent from various EU Member States (France, Italy, Spain, which has 
continued to provide bilateral aid, Germany and the Netherlands). The additional resources were 
rapidly deployed to bolster the national capacity and intensify the firefighting effort. 
 
The Government has since decided to create an elite firefighting force and to purchase special 
planes and helicopters. It has also promised a total of € 23 million of aid in the form of low-
interest loans for the reconstruction of infrastructure and the purchase of farm equipment and 
breeding stock, as well as compensation for lost revenue. In addition it is expected to apply to 
the prevention and rehabilitation section of the EAGGF (€ 149 million being earmarked here for 
the years 2000-2006). Doubts have been raised, however, about whether this aid can be effective 
if it is not delivered rapidly, because administrative hold-ups are reportedly still delaying 
payment of all the aid promised after the fires of 2003. A moratorium on social security 
contributions has also been granted. The authorities have declared that they want to see stricter 
and more targeted preventive measures taken in the context of a reform of forest policy. 
 
In contrast to the terrible year of 200317, the Portuguese authorities did not apply in 2005 to the 
EU Solidarity Fund for help with the cost of the emergency measures (deploying the emergency 
services, providing temporary accommodation, laying on power and water supplies and 
repairing basic infrastructure). 
 

3.2. SPAIN 
 

3.2.1. The facts  
Spain was the second worst affected country in terms of the land area destroyed. Satellite 
pictures taken on 5 October 2005 show that an area of 161 154 hectares had been burned. 
European figures compiled over the last 25 years show Spain clearly topping the table of 
countries worst hit by fires, with an average of 250 000 hectares destroyed annually between 
1980 and 1989 and 130 000 hectares annually between 2000 and 2004. 

                                                 
16 The 25 EU Member States and five other countries (Bulgaria, Romania, Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway). 
 
17In 2003 Portugal applied to the Fund on the basis that it had suffered a major disaster. The damage was estimated  

at € 1.228 billion and € 48 539 million of Community aid was granted. Spain, as a neighbouring country, also 
applied to the Fund: it reported damage totalling € 53 million and received € 1.331 million in aid.  
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Of the overall area affected, 90% was forest and 10% arable land. Some 68 000 hectares of 
wooded land, 88 000 hectares of heath and scrubland and 5 000 hectares of grazing land were 
also damaged18. 
 
While there has been a much higher level of professionalism in the firefighting effort, the 
number of outbreaks has not really decreased, with an average of 20 000 fires every year. In 
2005 the Ministry of Environment documented 24 779 fires: 
-16 208 spreading over less than one hectare, 
-and 8 532 covering more than one hectare (39 fires spread over areas greater than 500  
  hectares). 
 

The local authority areas worst affected by large-scale fires were: 
 
-  Castilla y León (33%), where in late September some 10 fires – deliberately started by an arsonist – 

destroyed 10 000 hectares of scrub and bush land in the Sanabria Lake national park in the province of 
Zamora; 

 
- Castilla La Mancha (19%), where a fire started at Riba de Saelices in Guadalajara by a badly 

extinguished barbecue had tragic consequences: 11 firefighters were killed and 13 000 hectares of land 
was devastated; 

 
- Extremadura (18%), where a number of fires (apparently started deliberately) broke out simultaneously 

in the Villuercas and Ibores-Jara regions, destroying 12 000 hectares; 
 
- Andalucía (11%), where lightening triggered two enormous fires in the Villanueva del Arzobispo 

(Jaén) area on 7 August 2005 – one at Sierra de las Villas (which destroyed 5 443 hectares) and the 
other at Sierra de Cazorla (where 700 hectares were burned) – and forests near Lanjarón (Grenada) 
caught fire on 22 September due to carelessness by tourists, resulting in the burning of 2 600 hectares 
in Sierra national park. 

 
In all, 63% of the outbreaks were in the northwest of Spain, 24% in the interior, 12% in the 
Mediterranean region and less than 1% in the Canary Islands. 
 
 
Breakdown of fires covering more than 500 hectares by Autonomous Community: 
 

District Total 
area % 

Castilla y León 27 469 33% 
Castilla La Mancha 15 850 19% 
Extremadura 15 000 18% 
Andalucía 8 743 11% 
Galicia 6 300 8% 
Cataluña 4 484 5% 
Islas Canarias  2 300 3% 
Comunidad Valenciana 1 200 1% 
Cantabria 900 1% 
Aragón 528 1% 
Total 82 774 100% 

 
 

                                                 
18133 171 hectares in 2004; 148 172 hectares in 2003; 107 472 hectares in 2002; 93 298 hectares in 2001; and 

188 586 hectares in 2000. 
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Most of these fires could have been avoided. Police inquiries show that of 829 fires investigated 
between 1 June and 22 August (1 845 having been reported): 
- 125 (15%) were forest fires started criminally,  
- 247 (30%) were the result of negligence,  
- 230 (28%) were accidental, 
- 227 (27%) started naturally.  
 
Similarly, a study of major fires shows that a high proportion were started deliberately (54%), or 
as a result of carelessness or negligence (32%). 

3.2.2. The damage 
As in Portugal, many dwellings, farm buildings and factories were destroyed. The 
environmental damage to habitat and biodiversity had not, at the time of writing, been fully 
assessed.  
 
3.2.3. Measures taken 
Spain mobilised quickly to combat its forest fires. It allocated a budget of some € 59.4 million to 
the effort in 2005 (33% for preventive measures and 66% to fire-control efforts), and this was 
supplemented from the budgets of the various Autonomous Communities – responsible for 
putting out forest fires in cooperation with the Forest Fire Defence Department of the Ministry 
of the Environment’s Biodiversity Directorate, which supplies air support and specialist 
firefighting units. In view of the seriousness of the situation, the Spanish Government has also 
set up a special force of 4 300 soldiers to deal with natural disasters and especially forest fires. 
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Annex 1: Intervention and prevention instruments 
 
Emergency response measures: 
 
- The civil protection support system for improved European coordination and assistance (Council Decision 

No 2001/792/EC of 23 October 2001) which aims to improve the mobilisation of emergency services and the 
coordination of interventions, notably via the Monitoring and Information Centre; 

- Recourse to the EU Solidarity Fund which provides part compensation for damage to public property: 
 

The EU Solidarity Fund was set up to respond to major disasters in Member States or accession 
countries where the cost of the direct damage is more than € 3 billion (at 2002 prices ) or 0.6% of the 
gross domestic product of the state in question. By way of exception, a neighbouring Member State or 
accession country that is affected by the same disaster can also receive aid. Also exceptionally the 
fund will assist in the event of an extraordinary regional disaster where the cost of the damage is 
below the prescribed threshold. The fund has an annual budget of € 1 billion of which a maximum of 
7.5% is available for regional disasters. The fund supplements public expenditure by Member States 
on emergency aid (restoring infrastructure to working order, providing temporary accommodation and 
emergency services, and cleaning up) but it will not help with the cost of damage to private property. 
 
In 2005 the European Commission received 12 applications for aid from the fund. They were made by 
the following countries: 
- Slovakia, in respect of a storm in 2004; 
- Italy in respect of flooding in 2004 (application rejected); 
- Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia in respect of a storm in January 2005; 
- Greece, in respect of a flood in 2004; 
- Bulgaria, with two applications in respect of floods in spring and August 2005; 
- Romania, with two applications in respect of floods in spring and August 2005; 
- Austria, in respect of the floods in August 2005. 

 
-  Derogations to Common Agricultural Policy rules (such as authorisation to use fallow land to feed animals, or 

advances on premium payments); 
- Changes to regional and rural development programmes, adjusting priorities and budget allocations in the course 

of implementation; 
- State Aid in accordance with Article 87(2) of the EC Treaty, which provides that aid to make good damage 

caused by natural disasters or exceptional occurrences shall be compatible with the common market (subject to 
proof that losses due to weather conditions are at a level of 20-30%, that there is a link between the losses and the 
damage caused and that excess compensation is not being paid). 

 
 
Means of prevention: 
 
-  Preventive action and measures financed from the Structural Funds and the rural development budget; 
 
- Making policies more sustainable, notably in the following areas: 
 .  water management (under the Water Framework Directive); 
 . forest monitoring: the Forest Focus Regulation concerns the monitoring of forests and environmental 

interactions in the European Union (with a budget of € 65 million for the years 2003-2006 of which € 9 
million is earmarked for fire prevention measures); 

 . planning, especially with regard to the installation of infrastructure and building construction in vulnerable 
areas; 

 . agriculture (particularly cropping and agronomic practices), the key aspects including sustainable irrigation, 
measures to combat soil erosion and prevent mud slides, soil cover, crop planting in vulnerable areas and the 
increased importance of rural development in the context of CAP reform. 

 
- Promoting research and strengthening Community framework programmes to facilitate it: 
 . improving resources – in terms of both coordination and funding – for research into risk prevention; 
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 . studying the phenomenon of drought as part of the policy to combat climate change and supporting research 
into the impact of climate change, the links between pollution and climate change, and cyclical or random 
patterns of drought occurrence; 

 . supporting research into the real nature of the relationship between water and agriculture; 
 . supporting research into types of forestry that will be less vulnerable to fire. 
 
- Strengthening international cooperation and international action by the European Union: 
 . adopting initiatives to ensure that commitments under the Kyoto Protocol are met; 

. cooperating in river basins to ensure that there is a coordinated approach to managing the risk of floods and 
putting in place cross-border protection plans; 

. carrying out simulated disaster exercises. 
 

- Improving systems of forecasting: 
 . preparing national strategic plans for protection against flooding; 
 . developing the European forest-fire information system (EFFIS) under the Forest Focus Regulation; 
 . using a new digital model for highly specific short-term forecasting (under the European AROME project); 
 . using new EU technology to provide information about major European droughts by measuring soil 

humidity; 
 . pursuing the EURORISK project for global environment and security monitoring, which has a section 

devoted to weather-related risks. 
 
-  Adopting a risk-management system for the agricultural industry. 
 
-  Using information campaigns to develop and maintain risk awareness. 
 



      
rev.363.798 

20

Annex 2: Community action to combat forest fires 
 
Action at EU level is based on the following: 
 
.   A number of Regulations, including the Forest Focus Regulation19 for the years 2003-2006. Forest Focus is 

implemented via national two-year programmes (for 2003-2004 and 2005-2006). It has a budget of € 65 
million, of which € 9 million is earmarked for fire prevention measures. The largest shares of Community 
co-financing under these programmes go to Spain (31.35%), Italy (21.26%), Portugal (16.77%) and Greece 
(16.48%). Activities funded include awareness-raising campaigns, specialist training and the development of 
the EFFIS. 

 
.  Proposals from a European working group of forest fire prevention experts. Set up by the Commission, this 

group is tasked with bringing forward proposals particularly with regard to shared information problems (the 
need for a new risk-classification system, for example). Information about forest fires and their effects on the 
environment is seen as basic tool for prevention. The EFFIS system, developed by the CCR in close 
cooperation with the Member States is designed to meet the need. One of the first messages to emerge from the 
group is that no EU environmental protection policy can be effective unless it incorporates a policy for 
preventing forest fires, and specific regulations are required here, which must be coordinated with rural 
development policy. 

 
. A series of very useful recommendations from a conference on preventing forest fires and restoring 

damaged forest, organised by the European Commission. Specifically the conference underscored the need for 
a consistent effort to push the problem of forest fires up the political agenda, for an integrated policy of 
sustainable forest management with a view to preventing fires (fire risk would thus be a factor considered in 
forest planning and in regional development), priority EU co-funding for preventive measures, given that the 
issue affects all of society all year round, and not just certain areas in summer. There was widespread support 
for the concept of an integrated Community measure to address the problem of forest fires. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
19 Regulation (EC) No 2152/2003 of the European Parliament and Council of 17 November 2003 concerning the  
    monitoring of forests and environmental interactions in the European Union, OJ L 324, 11 December 2003, 
    pp. 0001-0008 


