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NATURE HAZARD EMERGENCY PLANNING ON LOCAL LEVEL 

THE BOTTOM-UP APROACH OF THE CANTON OF LUCERNE 

René Graf1 

ENHANCING EMERGENCY PLANNING – A LESSON LEARNT FROM THE 2005 FLOOD 

One of the lessons learnt from the flood event of August 2005 was to push disaster preparedness and 
intervention capacities, as these measures have proved to be effective and can be implemented 
promptly and at reasonable costs. Thus the Canton of Lucerne started a project to elaborate nature 
hazard emergency plans on community level. The planning process is done in close cooperation 
between the local fire brigade and flood specialists. The project is based on the hazard maps on one 
hand side and on the experiences of the fire brigades on the other hand side. It focuses on direct 
applicability in cases of emergency as well as on training purposes. The project was very well received 
by the local authorities and fire brigades. 

SUCCINCT INSTRUCTIONS ACCORDING TO ESCALATION PHASES 

The emergency plans are structured according to long three escalation phases: 
1. Phase 1 (“yellow”): A threatening event seems to take place within a short time, maybe a specific 

warning has been received. Fire brigade officers are mobilised to observe the further development 
of the situation and to prepare for intervention. 

2. Phase 2 (“orange”): Fire brigade staff is activated. Interventions take place to avoid or limit 
damages. The scenarios are mainly based on the intensity map for an event which occurs with a 
probability of once in 30 years. Intensity maps are specific elements of the hazard map showing 
the strength of the impact of an event with a defined period of recurrence. Also the experiences the 
fire brigade made in recent events are integrated. 

3. Phase 3 (“red”): The intervention aims to make head against a catastrophic event (scenario 1/300 
years). 

 
The emergency plans consist of mainly three elements: 
1. Charge instructions: Each task is located, defined and numerated. It is documented in an 

unambiguous manner on one single sheet A4 (Fig. 1 right). Elements of each instruction are a 
short description of the aim of the respective charge, the measures to be taken, the manpower and 
material needed as well as a situation plan and photos of important spots and/or elements. As the 
sheets are waterproof the command can be given by the officer by handing the sheets to the staff 
without further explanations. Each task-sheet is framed in the colour of the respective phase 
(yellow, orange or red). 

2. Overall intervention plans (Fig. 2 left): All the tasks are registered on two plans: One for phase 2 
(orange) and one for phase 3 (red). This allows the commander in charge to keep the overview and 
to document actions and developments. 

3. General instructions: These contain the definition/description of the trigger of the phases as well 
as brief instructions for a specified tactic to fight nature hazards. 
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Fig. 1 Example of an overall intervention plan (left) and a charge instruction sheet (right) 

BOTTOM-UP ELABORATION MEANS COLLABORATION 

Nature hazard specialists with coaching abilities prepare the field work: Critical spots are identified by 
consulting the hazard map and interviewing the commander of the respective fire brigade. Intervention 
measures for each weak spot are discussed, defined and documented on-site by small groups 
consisting of flood specialists and officers of the fire brigade. The overall frame is given by a project 
of the Canton of Lucerne, led by the department of nature hazards and supervised by the fire brigade 
inspectorate. Nature hazard specialists of the private sector are mandated to organise the elaboration 
process, to coach the fire brigades and to issue the documentations. The project involves 61 fire 
brigades, costs about 1.8 million Swiss Francs and is financed by public budget.  

TRIGGERS – TRICKY TO DEFINE 

Triggers are defined for each phase. Again pragmatic solutions are sought in collaboration between 
flood specialists and representatives of the local fire brigade. Triggers can be defined regarding 
defined early warnings or automated alarms. As most of the catchment areas in the Canton of Lucerne 
are very small scaled phase 1 will sometimes simply be skipped and the trigger of phase 2 can even be 
the occurrence of the first damages. In this point the project aims to respect the restricted possibilities. 
Additional efforts are made to create an online-tool which enables the actualisation of the 
documentation by the local fire brigades by their own means, which also means by IT-laymen. 

SIDE EFFECTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 Through the emergency plans the issue of fighting nature hazards finds its way into the 
education and training of firemen, so far almost exclusively trained to fight fires. 

 Local fire brigades – officers and staff as well as local emergency management authorities – 
develop routine and efficiency as they hold exercises based on the emergency plans, 

 When a bigger event occurs in the Canton of Lucerne, specifically trained so-called 
Catastrophe-Commanders support the local commander. At each place they are sent to they 
will find a local emergency plan with a structure and design they are familiar with. 

 The almost enthusiastic feedbacks of the fire brigades show that the bottom-up-approach is a 
key factor to create a committed ownership to the emergency plans. 

 It is almost impossible to define the triggers for the intervention phases on a scientific basis. 
Only collaboration on eye-level between nature hazard experts and fire brigade officers leads 
to applicable solutions, thus including a shared responsibility for the remaining incertitude. 

 Emergency plans reflect the state of the art of the preparedness of the respective fire brigade. 
During a real event they will never supersede situational decisions by the officers in charge. 
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