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Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen, Excellencies,

Let me first start in congratulating you and the WWF for the excellent work in
preparing this meeting. Austria welcomes the efforts on environmental protection
in the Danube-Carpathian Region as an important and valuable contribution
for sustainable development in this region.

Modern water management: combining ecology and flood protection
For decades, Austria’s rivers have been manipulated and regulated with a
focus on technology rather than ecology. The consequence: monotonous
rivers and streams, unable to perform their vitally important natural
functions.

Thus, the challenge for Austria’s Federal Water Authorities was to combine
the revitalization of our rivers with flood protection. Clean water in well-
structured, living rivers has to be our chief goal.

On the bank today
100,000 kilometers or two and a half times round the earth: this is the total
length of Austria’s rivers. There are vast differences between them, from
the great Danube to the little alpine creek, but they are all important living
areas. Another common feature of these rivers is that only a small part of
them remained in its natural state. In concrete terms: Only 21 % of the
5,000 kilometers of the major Austrian rivers remained close to their
natural state. There are two main reasons for this:

Firstly the great pressure from agriculture, development and leisure use
and secondly power generation. Here too the figures are dramatic:
hydroelectric stations impair half of all the main rivers. The consequences
are inevitable. In total, 223 species of flora and 668 of fauna occurring on
our rivers are now on the Red List. The Austrian Book of Rivers shows 72
stretches, which may form the basis of a new future for our rivers.

The common aims of the Living Rivers Campaign:
In the past decades national efforts were successful in restoring the water
quality in Austria. Nowadays these efforts should be repeated to give rivers
more space and to improve their degraded structure. For these reasons
the Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water
Management has launched a campaign with WWF Austria in 1998. The aim
of the Living Rivers initiative was to preserve and reclaim the Austrian
rivers with three concrete objectives.

1. The preservation of important river reaches:
The nationally important reaches are listed in the “Book of Austrian
Rivers”. These were selected by the following four criteria:

•  Waterway structure: a largely intact waterway structure and flow
dynamics over a stretch of at least 7 kilometers.
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•  River forest: 100 hectares of intact river forest along a free-flowing
section

•  Wild life: river reaches which are home to endangered species like
the kingfisher, otter, Danube salmon and green-eyed hook-tailed
dragonfly

•  Large nature reserve: location in a national park or a nominated Natura
2000 area.
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2. The significant improvement of ecologically degraded
stretches:

Restoration is the challenge for generations to come. The Living Rivers
Campaign should foster restoration projects in 1998 - 2000 to achieve
the following concrete aims:

• 500 km improvement of ecologically degraded stretches
• 500 hectares of new flooded area
• 500 hectares of new riparian forests
• 500 hectares of new bank vegetation strips

3. Information and consciousness rising among the population to increase
awareness of the value of our rivers. Now and for future generations.

Six arguments for restoration

1. Better flood protection
Modern water engineering is increasingly based on “passive flood
protection.” Rivers are given the space they need in order to cope with
floods. This ensures that water levels do not rise too high, but spread in
width -  an effective protection for settlements situated down river.

2. Clean water
The more diversified a river is, the better it can filter organic contaminants
and purify itself.

3. More biodiversity
Floodplains are among the most diversified habitats in the world. For
example, the countryside along the Danube east of Vienna accommodates
about 5,000 animal species and more than 600 ferns and flowering plants.
However, the biodiversity of a floodplain forest can only develop if the
landscape is designed by the river and not by man.

4. Safe groundwater, clean drinking water
One of the most serious problems with regulated rivers is the deepening of
the river bottom. Consequently, groundwater levels drop; floodplain forests
and riverbanks dry up. Intact floodplain forests are the most inexpensive
water-supply systems available. They absorb the water, which is then
filtered and stored in the natural soil of the riverbed.

5. Attractive Recreation
Fishing, canoeing, swimming, cycling, hiking - a natural river landscape not
only provides important species habitat, it also offers recreation facilities of
a high and rare quality.
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6. Lower costs

Regulated rivers cost a lot of money. The continuous maintenance of the
banks involves annual costs that can be saved if a river is given sufficient
space to develop its natural dynamics.

Six principles for restoration

1. Natural development
Rivers should be given more space again to allow natural development.
Rivers and streams should be permitted to choose their own course,
building banks freely, without being interfered with, restricted or inhibited.

2. Allow erosion
Side erosion is essential. Steep banks, eroded by floods, provide
irreplaceable habitats and breeding grounds for many species.

3. Natural structures
Dead trees along riverbanks and accumulated driftwood are essential
structural elements of a river. During restoration, such elements should be
left where they are whenever possible.

4. Free-flowing
A river needs free-flowing stretches. Dams and barrage weirs block and
prevent the natural development of rivers, making upstream migration, vital
for the reproduction of certain fish species, more difficult or impossible.

5. More ecology in settlement areas
In densely populated areas, instead of building canals, ecological
measures can be taken. Diversified living environments and recreational
areas can be created, with plants along riverbanks, bays, and a varied flow
pattern.

6. Let nature grow
Letting the dynamics of nature do their job is far better than any artificial
vegetation scheme.
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Results: the outcome of the Living Rivers Campaign

After the three years period the survey of the campaign projects showed
the following results:

• 205 km improvement of ecologically degraded stretches
• 420 hectares of new flooded area
• 250 hectares of new riparian forests
• 110 hectares of new bank vegetation strips

17 model projects of river restoration are presented in the Living Rivers-
brochure “The Future of Austrian Rivers”.
In addition, campaigning and public relations measures increased the
awareness and understanding of river ecosystems.

Funds: how restoration projects are financed
Water engineering

According to the law related to the funding of water engineering, federal as
well as provincial funds have been used for the restoration projects if these
measures contributed to the improvement of flood protection.
In the period 1998 - 2000 a total of 430 Mio ATS were spent for projects
belonging to the campaign.

Nature conservation

Measures directed at the protection of nature and species have been
supported by the various nature conservation programmes offered by the
respective provincial governments.

European Union

Several funds of the EU were available, including the LIFE nature funds
and the EU joint initiative of INTERREG, for the support of restoration
projects.

Ecology: Intact river landscapes provide the most diversified and valuable
habitats nature can offer

Wherever the dynamics of rivers unhindered, homes for a great number of plants
and animals develop. The survival of many bird and fish species, such as the
Kingfisher and the Troot, depend on the diversified structures both in and round
the river. Rare dragonflies endangered frogs, the White tailed Sea Eagle, the
European Otter and the European Beaver will return to our restored rivers.

River regulation has had a severe impact on many bird species. Birds such as:
Kingfisher and Little Ringed Plover, rely on eroded steep, gravel and shingle
banks for breeding. River regulation destroys these natural breeding grounds
seriously threatening species survival. The return of the magnificent White tailed
Sea Eagle can only be realized if we respect its need for unspoiled floodplain
landscapes.
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Future tasks: modern water management

Effective flood protection is vital for the population in many parts of Austria,
both in the narrow valleys of the Alps and the broad plains of the level
country. And yet: regulation measures and power generation have
contributed to a loss of the ecological quality of our rivers over past
decades. This must now change. Modern water management places
protection of man and his living and working environment on the same
level as preservation of the river as a natural habitat and ecologically
effective unit.

The following objectives for water management are intended to improve
the ecological situation of Austria’s rivers:

•  Existing floodplains should be preserved, and new ones created;
•  No further building permitted within floodplains;
•  Minimal interference along natural stretches of water, expansion of

passive flood protection;
•  Existing flood protection plants (regulations, dams, flood basins)

should be improved from an ecological point of view, taking into
account the original character of the river in question.

As a result, modern water management relies on flood protection by
leaving flooding areas undeveloped. Measures that increase flows are
avoided, while natural retention areas are preserved and river forests and
bank margins are established. The Living Rivers-campaign highlighted
ecological flood protection and river restoration projects in Austria, which
are models for the future.
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