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3RD RIVER RHONE TRAINING PROJECT:
OBJECTIVES, SOLUTIONS AND SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT 

Tony Arborino1

The aim of the training of the River Rhone is to assure long-term flood protection for the river 
valley. Presently in the canton of the Valais, a flood plain of 11'000 ha is at risk of flooding, 
in addition to another 3,000 ha in the canton of Vaud. The potential damage occurring mainly 
in the settlement and industrial within the Canton Valais has been estimated in the region of 
6.5 billion Euros. The investment required to implement the 3rd River Rhone Training Project 
is approximately 800 million Euros and the project is expected to take 30 years to complete. 
To draw up alternative solutions for long-term flood protection, alongside the purely technical 
and hydraulic components also environmental and socio-economic aspects have to be taken 
into account. The chosen approach includes strong stakeholder participation already at the 
design level and close collaboration with spatial development. The implementation of the 
River Rhone Projects follows the up-to-date concepts of integrated flood control and river 
training. This means that priority must be given to applying appropriate spatial planning 
measures. Secondly, and only if necessary, technical and hydraulic engineering can be 
applied, however, only in combination with the improvement of the ecological quality of the 
riverbed and the river system as a whole. As far as the 3rd River Rhone Project is concerned, 
three other specific tools are applied to ensure the coordination between the project and the 
local authorities: 

TERRITORIAL MANAGEMENT TOOLS 

The Sectoral Plan for the 3rd River Rhone Training (SP-R3): This is a territorial 
management tool and a base line element of the cantonal master plan. On a scale of 1:25'000 
it includes the potential flood risk areas (hazard index map), the so-called "River Rhone 
Zone" adjacent to the main riverbed, and all relevant relations and conflicts with the 
associated territories. The hazards index map indicates the extent of a potential 100-year flood 
(affecting the entire 11'000 hectares) with two degrees of intensity (high or medium to low). 
The precision level of the digital terrain model and current hydraulic calculations do not allow 
for a more detailed differentiation. The extent of the River Rhone Zone has been identified in 
accordance with art. 21 of the Federal Ordinance on the Development of Water Courses. The 
spatial definition strongly refers to the three main objectives of the project: Guarantee of flood 
security, improvement of the river's environmental quality, and consideration of the socio-
economic aspects. It further considers current land-occupation and follows the principle of 
appropriate and rational land-use. Finally, an area twice as wide as the current riverbed has 
been assigned along the riverbanks where no major obstacles or spatial limitations, such as 
residential and industrial zones or other infrastructure facilities, already exist. Along the entire 
160 km river section in the Canton of Valais only the River Rhone Zone will extend over 
1'100 ha in addition to the current already existing river zone of 1'300 ha. Within this zone no 
buildings are allowed. 
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The SP-R3 was presented for assessment to the local authorities and those parties directly 
involved between June and October 2005 and more than 30 informational sessions and 
discussions were held in parallel. The responses were addressed and the SP-R3 was modified 
and approved by the cantonal government in June 2006. Its implementation will further allow 
the handling of applications for planning and construction permission in a more transparent 
and uniform way as well as the maintenance of the remaining open space along the river. 

Regional Development Concepts (RDC): Realising a project of this size and duration 
requires its integration into the present and future land-use patterns of the entire territory of 
the river plain. The project therefore involves establishing a long-term vision of the general 
development frame throughout the river plain, spatially subdivided into six regions, 
corresponding to the socio-economic regions of the canton. For each region the villages and 
towns in collaboration with their partners and other stakeholders have jointly developed a 
Regional Development Concept. The summary and synthesis of these concepts form the 
cantonal basis that will be used to implement the River Rhone Project. Each RDC includes 
different aspects of the mainly rural territory, such as the development of agricultural zones 
(see also below); the establishment of ecological networks (based on the existing and 
endorsed cantonal ecological network); planning and optimisation of industrial or residential 
zones; and drawing up infrastructure projects for tourism and recreation. 

Integral Land Consolidation (ILC): Formerly applied mainly to improving the agricultural 
infrastructure, this tool has now being extended to an integrated and participatory approach, 
including, in equal shares, agricultural, ecological, and public-private objectives. Being the 
only legal procedure able to adapt and change land property in the rural territory, the ILC has 
become a powerful instrument in implementing the above-mentioned Regional Development 
Concepts. It allows the further allocation of necessary surfaces for the riverbed enlargements 
and compensation for the losses of this agricultural land by improving the agricultural 
infrastructure and production conditions. 

COMBINING TERRITORIAL MANAGEMENT AND FLOOD CONTROL  

These tools are applied according to the requirements of the River Rhone Project. They are all 
based on the same collective definition of objectives. The permanent stakeholder involvement 
further guarantees a consistent planning and implementation procedure with the necessary 
flow of information. Different technical solutions are possible to achieve the required level of 
flood protection. In respect to the various objectives, the most favourable solution is to 
enlarge the river by a factor of 1.5 to 2.0 in relation to its present extent, in combination with 
lowering the river bed particularly along sections within towns as well as building-up 
additional rearward flood dikes in order to manage residual risks within temporary flooding 
zones. These combined solutions create sustainable flood control and safety management. 
Various studies are still about to be carried out along the entire river section, and technical 
and hydraulic solutions are still being prepared. These studies involve a scientific 
collaboration with various institutes and hydraulic laboratories across Switzerland. 

However, particularly high-risk sections have already been selected for immediate 
implementation of priority measures (Visp, Chippis, Fully and Sion). These priority cases 
illustrate the philosophy behind the chosen approach and the types of interventions planned 
for the entire river training. 
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