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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on Natural Disasters (fires, droughts and floods) - environmental aspects
(2005/2192(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to its resolutions of 5 September 2002 on the floods in Europe1, 14 April 
2005 on the drought in Portugal2, 12 May 2005 on the drought in Spain3 and 8 September 
2005 on the natural disasters (fires and floods) in Europe this summer4,

– having regard to the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change of 11 December 1997, and the ratification thereof by the European 
Community on 31 May 2002,

– having regard to its resolution on ‘Winning the Battle against Global Climate Change’5,

– having regard to its resolution on Climate Change in the wake of the Eleventh Conference 
of Parties to the Convention in  Montreal6,

– having regard to European Parliament and Council Regulation (EC) No 2152/2003 of 
17 November 2003 concerning monitoring of forests and environmental interactions in the 
Community (Forest Focus)7,

– having regard to its resolution of 16 February 2006 on implementation of a European 
Union forest strategy8 and the Commission’s proposal for a European forest strategy 
(COM(1998)0649),

– having regard to Council Regulation (EC) No 2013 establishing the European Union 
solidarity fund9, currently under revision,

– having regard to the Council Decision (2001/792/EC) establishing a Community 
mechanism to facilitate reinforced cooperation in civil protection assistance intervention10,

– having regard to the Commission’s communications and proposals concerning the space
programme Global Monitoring for Environment and Security (GMES) 
(COM(2004)0065), the Rapid Response and Preparedness Instrument for Major 
Emergencies (COM(2005)0153), reinforcing EU Disaster and Crisis Response
(COM(2005)0153) and Assessment and Management of Floods (COM(2006)0015),

– having regard to the research project into management of flood risks under the 

  
1 OJ C 272 E, 13.11.2003, p. 471.
2 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2005)0139.
3 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2005)0187.
4 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2005)0334.
5 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2005)0433.
6 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2005)0019.
7 OJ L 324, 11.12.2003, p. 1.
8 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2005)0068.
9 OJ L 311, 14.11.2002, p. 3.
10 OJ L 297, 15.11.2001, p. 7.
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Commission’s Sixth Framework Programme (2002-2006),

– having regard to the scientific report by the Institute for Sustainability and the 
Commission’s Joint Research Centre’s Report on Climate Change and the European 
Water Dimension1,

– having regard to rule 45 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food 
Safety (A6-0000/2006),

A. whereas climate change is the source of the natural disasters (flooding, extreme droughts 
and fires) which have been occurring ever more in rapid succession throughout the world, 
and have caused grave damage in terms of human losses, environmental deterioration and 
reduction of economic activity,

B. whereas at the last UN Conference on Climate Change held in December 2005 in 
Montreal in Canada, significant progress was made at world level with regard to ways of 
fighting climate change, strengthening respect for and implementation of the Kyoto 
Protocol, and foresight was displayed with regard to the second period of commitment 
following 2012,

C. having regard to the fundamental role of forests in environmental conservation, in terms 
of the balances generated in both the carbon and the hydrological cycles, whose
contribution to slowing down global warming and the greenhouse effect is simply 
incalculable,

D. whereas situations of extreme drought and forest fires have increased in frequency and 
scale in southern Europe and whereas, despite their being an immediate consequence of 
climate change, these situations are both unforeseeable and inevitable, which means that 
the relevant scientific research needs to be further developed and greater funding assigned 
to it, with a view to improving risk assessment mechanisms, systems of prevention and 
means of combating these phenomena,

E. whereas the Forest Focus programme is intended to promote information exchange on 
forests in the Community so as to promote their conservation and protection; whereas the 
programme covers integrated programmes designed to protect forests against fire and to 
combat desertification,

F. whereas the Solidarity Fund Regulation contains prior conditions which make it difficult 
to use the Fund in certain disaster situations; whereas this concerns not only  the value and 
type of the eligible expenditure, but also the inflexibility of the deadlines and procedures,

G. whereas natural disasters exacerbate problems of erosion, salination and desertification, 
undermine ecosystems and biodiversity, affects sustainable development and jeopardises 
social cohesion,

H. whereas the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction claims that better urban 

  
1 http://ies.jrc.cec.eu.int
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planning in coastal regions and the preservation of ecosystems could reduce the impact of 
natural disasters,

I. whereas the Commission is a signatory to the UN Convention to Combat Desertification, 
a phenomenon whose growth is mentioned in the UN Millennium Declaration, and 
whereas 2006 was declared International Year of Deserts and Desertification,

J. whereas the measures currently in force in the European Union have been shown to be 
insufficient or inadequate in terms of providing an effective response to natural disasters, 
and whereas this situation is exacerbated by the diversity of mechanisms and solutions 
which exist at national and regional level,

1. Welcomes the growth in public awareness of and support for environmental measures, 
particularly with regard to major disaster situations; proposes that these measures should 
include the rational and efficient use of water, and that major water consumers in 
agriculture, towns and industry be alerted to these measures; advocates the application of 
the ‘user pays’ and ‘polluter pays’ principles so as to guarantee a more rational use of 
water and better monitoring and inspection of effluents;

2. Highlights the need to promote awareness-raising campaigns in respect of prevention and 
adoption of good practice, the publicising of procedures to be adopted in disaster 
situations such as fires and floods, to be funded by the European Social Fund or within the 
context of specific programmes like Forest Focus; points out that action to train the public 
should pay quite particular attention to training young people, starting with 
schoolchildren;

3. Urges the Member States to increase their cooperation on civil protection at European 
Union level, so as to ensure availability of additional resources for rapid action to combat
emergency situations; reaffirms the need to establish a European civil protection strategic 
coordination centre with the remit of preventing fires and supporting fire-fighting in 
exceptional situations;

4. Calls on the Commission to include the construction of infrastructure and the acquisition 
of technical fire-fighting equipment, including airborne equipment, as expenditure 
qualifying for Community funding;

5. Welcomes the Commission’s action plan (FLECT) for combating illegal logging, and the 
new financial instrument for the environment (Life+ programme), which is essential to the 
protection of Europe’s forests and to preventing deterioration of all kinds, including fires;

6. Urges the Member States to reflect on the role of forests in the European Union; proposes 
that public debate be launched on their environmental, social and economic role, and that 
this debate be used to increase awareness of the existing disparities between Europe’s 
forests and particularly the specific nature of Mediterranean forests; believes that 
incentives should be provided for abandoning inflammable monocultures, particularly 
eucalyptus;

7. Invites the Commission to set serious, solidarity-based objectives within the joint 
legislative framework on tackling and preventing natural disasters, and particularly the 
adoption of the new Regulation on the Solidarity Fund and the Directive on assessing and 
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managing floods and, furthermore, within the forthcoming revision of the Forest Focus 
programme, increasing funding and making the rules governing application more flexible;

8. Believes that the reconstruction/restoration of the Natura 2000 network areas damaged by 
flooding, drought or fires be financed by the Community Funds, given that these are 
important parts of Europe’s green spaces which ensure biological diversity and the 
conservation of species; urges the Member States to establish national forest funds for 
forest disaster prevention and forest renewal;

9. Calls for severe drought to be included amongst the Solidarity Fund support mechanisms, 
since drought is an anomalous natural phenomenon, which develops slowly and is of 
variable duration, with serious, lasting repercussions on the living conditions and 
socioeconomic stability of the regions affected; recommends that the Fund maintain the 
possibility of supporting localised crisis situations (regional character) and make public 
and private damage eligible;

10. Invites the Commission to set up a European Drought and Desertification Observatory, to 
be sited in an area at risk from desertification (Spain or Portugal) and integrated into the 
activities of the Commission’s Seventh R&D Framework Programme (2007 to 2013);

11. Recognises the need to investigate and develop new forms of preventing and 
extinguishing fires using satellites and other cutting-edge technologies; believes that it is 
essential to adopt new information technologies (e.g. the Geographical Information 
System) for managing fires and floods; stresses the essential role of new detection 
technology in preventing natural disasters;

12. Recommends measures to protect forests against fire, specifically the collection and 
recycling of forest biomass residue, the prohibition of changing the use of burnt land, and 
sharper penalties for criminal acts against the environment, especially causing forest fires;

13. Asks the Commission to recommend to the Member States that they draw up fire risk 
maps, to be financed by Community funding, and taken into account in territorial planning 
management;

14. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and Commission, and the 
governments and parliament of the Member States.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

1. Introduction

The major natural disasters which happened in summer 2005, with serious flooding in central 
Europe, severe drought in southern Europe and fires which destroyed many thousands of 
hectares of forest in Portugal and Spain, were the subject of a formal statement by President 
Borrell at the autumn opening session of the European Parliament, with a minute’s silence 
being observed for the victims.

In its resolution of 8 September 2005, Parliament voiced its conviction that the increase in 
frequency and greater magnitude of these natural phenomena could be attributed to climate 
change and acknowledged that the Kyoto Protocol is the fundamental plank in the worldwide 
environmental strategy to counter this change. The EP voiced its solidarity with the regions 
affected, and reaffirmed the need for civil protection mechanisms to be reinforced and the use 
of the European funds to be made more flexible, particularly the Cohesion, Structural and 
Solidarity Funds, so as to mitigate the economic and social prejudice caused to local people 
and economies, to production and to tourism.

In response to paragraph 22 of the resolution, the Committees on Agriculture and Rural 
Development, Environment, Public Health and Food Safety and Regional Development were 
instructed to draw up three complementary own-initiative reports reflecting the agricultural, 
environmental and territorial perspectives respectively. It was also decided to send 
delegations to the areas affected, and hold a joint hearing on the problem of fires, droughts 
and floods. This is the background against which this report has been written, which focuses 
on the environmental aspect, the before and after of natural disasters, and European action in 
the field of civil protection.

2. The delegations

The three delegations visited, respectively: Spain (Andalusia and Huelva) and Portugal 
(Alentejo and Pampilhosa da Serra), regions devastated by fire or hit by drought; Germany
(Bavaria) and Austria (Tyrol), regions hit by floods and landslides; and France (Gironde and 
Var) and Italy (Lombardy), regions likewise hit by forest fires and flooding. Despite the 
specific nature of each region and the range of the disasters which had taken place, the 
delegations’ programmes were basically structured along identical lines, involving contacts
with the local people affected and local technical staff; an explanation of the situation by the 
national, regional or local bodies and authorities of their organisational models, their disaster-
fighting mechanisms and resources, and the measures taken; and hearing the opinions of the 
NGOs, associations and trade unions involved in helping the victims or in fighting the 
disasters themselves. In the various places visited the delegations either inspected recovery 
work and progress already carried out, or heard the reasons preventing such work. 

Summary of the visits

In order better to appreciate in situ the direct consequences of the fires, the severe drought and 
the flooding, your rapporteur took part in all three delegations, and heard the suggestions and 
hopes of the national, regional and local authorities and of the local people and organisations, 
whose readiness to make themselves available to, and cooperate with the delegations should 
be highlighted.
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The delegations encountered quite a range of situations. In some regions, the focus was on the 
possibility of rapid utilisation of the Solidarity Fund, immediately after very large-scale fires 
or in situations of prolonged drought. Local people said that they felt abandoned and 
complained of the lack of solidarity at European level. In other regions, on the other hand, 
there was a very clear opposition to so-called ‘interference’ by the EU, with no sense of any
need to establish European coordination measures and flood-related risk management 
measures. In some regions, flood prevention systems were already installed, the flooding-
prone zones had been mapped, populations relocated and environmental protection measures,
as well as measures promoting waterside tourist activities, had been taken.

Drought

Drought can be seen as a structural problem occurring every ten or twelve years, but which is 
on the increase. Severe or extreme drought, however, is exceptional in character and should 
be treated as a natural disaster, whose effects last much longer than the drought itself. Unlike 
other natural disasters, the impact of drought is difficult to quantify, and does not affect 
infrastructures but production and the environment, as well as lives of local people. Climate 
change, it is forecast, will lead to reduced rainfall, higher temperatures and more frequent heat 
waves and drought, which means that forest fires will become more severe and more 
extensive.

Drought, furthermore, is not just a ‘problem for farmers’. In the countries of southern Europe, 
hydroelectric production is heavily hit in drought years, and countries are obliged to use fossil 
fuels to compensate for production losses. This has serious environmental impacts in terms of 
increased carbon dioxide emissions, in all probability in excess of the limits established in the 
relevant national emission licence issuing plans.

Another consequence of drought is the problem of drinking water supplies, whether for 
residents or visitors. Drought is a summer phenomenon, and is thus worsened by tourism, 
intense economic activity throughout the Mediterranean Basin, and the presence of greater 
numbers of visitors than residents.

Fires

Fire constitutes the main natural threat to the Mediterranean forests. Over 90% of the surface 
destroyed by fire in Europe is located in the Iberian Peninsula. Forest fires destroy public and 
private property, leading to loss of economic viability and exacerbating still further the fragile 
economies and societies of the depressed and desert regions of the interior. The weather 
conditions obtaining in summer 2005 were exceptional in that the extremely dry atmospheric 
conditions caused by prolonged drought were combined with very high temperatures, which 
caused fires to spread more quickly and affect forest areas which had been seen as exemplary 
in terms of maintenance, upkeep, provision of fire breaks and repopulation with appropriate 
species.

While many of the fires were started deliberately for criminal reasons, something which can 
only be combated by keeping the forest perimeters under constant watch and imposing 
heavier penal sanctions, other fires were the result of a simple failure to appreciate that forests 
are a priceless collective possession, and that their use must be governed by strict rules. 
National legislation itself needs to incorporate flexible management, and be adapted to make 
it capable of responding to exceptional circumstances. Spanish experts say that the 
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Mediterranean forests ‘cohabit’ with fire and owe their capacity for regeneration to it. The 
delegation visited an area of some 34 000 hectares burnt in 2004 which, following a period of 
self-regeneration, is now beginning to be worked on, clearing away all the dead wood, so as to 
prevent the spread of disease, and with barriers being built to prevent the soil being washed 
away by rainfall. The problem of the fragmentary nature of forest ownership was 
circumvented by means of associationism, which made it possible for a coordinated approach 
involving simultaneous work on most of the area devastated by fire.

Floods

In central Europe, disastrous summer floods are more and more frequent, although in some 
regions, particularly Bavaria, flood management has improved substantially, as a comparison 
of 2005 with 2002 reveals. This was as a result of identifying flood-prone areas, creating 
water-retention basins, building a compartmentalised dyke system, etc.
Of the various natural disaster situations covered by this report, only floods are the subject of 
a Community Directive, aimed at reducing and managing risks to human health, the 
environment, infrastructures and property. Cross-border coordination is one of the Directive’s 
raisons d’être, given that most of Europe’s catchment areas are shared by various Member 
States. There was also coordination of this kind already in existence under the Framework 
Directive on water quality.
When visiting the areas affected by flooding, the delegations heard both praise for the most 
positive aspects of the Directive, and also some concerns. On the one hand, there are hopes 
that with regard to prevention measures, pressure can be brought to bear on the least 
cooperative Member States but on the other, there are fears of administrative overload. It is 
true that establishing and demarcating risk areas could have significant economic 
consequences at regional level, given the value of building land in areas under pressure from 
urban expansion, but the identification of flood-prone areas is fully justified when making
land available for building would lead to reduced water-absorption capacity and consequently 
an increased flooding risk.

3. Some scientific findings

It is scientifically proven that natural disasters are strongly related to climate changes. The 
degree to which we can identify historical changes in extreme events, and link them to climate 
change, varies depending on the event and the location:
- Heat waves in Europe have become much more likely; the extreme temperatures of the 
summer of 2003 are estimated to have been 75% due to human influence. Increased 
temperatures worsen drought conditions;
- Precipitation events are getting more severe due to climate change. Harder rainfall and shifts 
in rainfall patterns mean both increased likelihood of flash flooding and drought. There may 
not be a change in large scale flooding;
- Storminess in Europe may not have increased over the past century; hurricane intensity has 
increased by 70% in the last 50 years. Evidence for the influence of climate change is difficult 
to identify in the context of major natural cycles, but observed changes are consistent with 
modelled effects of GHG emissions.

Modelling indicates that in future, continued increases in greenhouse gas concentrations will 
drive more climate change and more extreme weather events:
- Heat waves of the kind experienced in 2003 could occur in Europe every other year by the 
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end of the century;
- Precipitation changes will yield more flooding, particularly flash flooding, but also drought 
(which is also furthered by increasing temperatures);
- More intense windstorms would be consistent with modelling, though no clear predictions 
can be made. Rising hurricane intensity could lead to a 30% rise in the most intense storms by 
2100.

Several headline events have piqued concern about extreme weather disasters in recent years. 
Record-setting storms, flooding, drought and a heat wave have all had far-reaching 
consequences (EEA, 2004; Jha, 2005):
- The windstorms at the end of 1999 were among the most dramatic in European history. 
Anatol, Lothar and Martin, affected Scandinavia, France, Germany and neighbouring 
countries. These storms killed almost 150 people and caused massive losses (€6.7 billion in 
insured losses from Lothar and Martin, €500 million in economic losses from Anatol). In 
France the storms threw an amount of timber equal to three times the annual harvest;
- The major flood event of the last few years, and the most economically destructive disaster 
in Europe’s history, occurred in 2002. Floods took place along the Danube and Elbe rivers, 
affecting much of Central Europe; there was also significant flooding in the UK and France. 
600,000 people were affected and 80 killed in 11 countries. Economic losses were at least €15 
billion;
- Much of Southern Europe has been in the grip of severe drought for at least a year, the worst 
ever recorded. In the summer of 2005, 97% of Portugal experienced severe drought 
conditions, France considered closing nuclear power plants, and across the European Union 
cereal production fell by at least 28 million tonnes - around 10% of the total;
- The heat wave in the summer of 2003 caused massive loss of life – the deaths of at least 
22,146 people have been attributed to the heat.

While these events are the prime examples of their types in Europe, it should be borne in 
mind that other areas of the world fare far worse. With a total of 6,700 flood-related deaths 
between 1993 and 2002 Europe is far outstripped by the devastating total in Asia: nearly 1.4 
million people. 6,655 deaths attributed to European windstorms in that period are similarly 
dwarfed by 18,000 in the Americas and 275,000 in Asia.

4. Civil protection

In 2001 the European Union created a civil protection mechanism to tackle disasters 
whenever the countries affected were not able to bring them under control on their own.  In 
keeping with the subsidiarity principle, the management of such situations falls in the first 
instance on the country affected.  But when requested, the EU can play a more active and 
interventionist role, coordinating support and making available funding and specialist rescue 
and search equipment in good time. 
The remit of the permanently operational Monitoring and Information Centre is to receive 
warnings and alerts and channel requests for support. The help teams are responsible for 
assessing the situation and working with the local authorities on organising relief work, as 
happened various times in the summer of 2005, both within Europe and elsewhere (the USA 
and Pakistan). The experience gathered shows that the priority must now be to create an early 
warning system, but without neglecting other tasks, and specifically that of building up 
information-exchange capacity. 
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5. Solidarity Fund

Set up in the wake of the central European flooding of summer 2002 (Council Regulation 
(EC) 2012/2002), the Solidarity Fund has failed to live up to expectations and is currently 
under revision. Of the measures proposed for the new Fund, the extension of its thematic 
scope should be highlighted, designed as it is to cover serious crises (such as drought), 
industrial and technological disasters, threats to public health, and terrorist acts; the lower 
limit for the amount of damage which will activate the Fund is being reduced. Also of interest 
is the possibility of providing immediate access to part of the payments, which would then be 
deducted from the global process of eligibility assessment. However, it is to be regretted that 
regional-level disasters are excluded. 

6. Conclusions

The European Union has equipped itself with various legal mechanisms concerned with 
preventing and responding to natural disasters, so as to reduce their impact and costs, and 
improve the quality of life of those affected. 
In the field of civil protection, the EU is seeking to reinforce its activity, equipping itself with 
its own financial instrument and establishing a Rapid Response Preparedness Instrument for 
Major Emergencies. 
The aim of the new Directive on flood assessment and management is to reduce and manage 
flood-related risks in terms both of public health, the environment and the protection of public 
and private property. 
The current revision of the EU Solidarity Fund (and the consequent rescinding of the earlier
legislation) means that there are fresh hopes that this Fund will provide effective help to the 
populations of regions affected by natural disasters. 
In order to be able to take more effective action on forest fire prevention, the EU has at its
disposal observation mechanisms such as the EFFIS (European Forest Fire Information 
System, set up by the Forest Focus Programme), capable of providing fairly precise 
information as to the level of fire-risk in a specific area or region; and prevention work is also 
assisted by the most up-to-date and sophisticated satellite observation systems, which are 
constantly being upgraded. 
But however extensive the battery of legal instruments adopted by the EU, only the political 
will to put them into practice will bring about a solidarity-based response to the most alarming 
and indeed desperate situations created by natural disasters. 


