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INTRODUCTION
Traditionally, flood risk management focused upon 
coping with the flow at a given point by, for exam-
ple, building dikes or straightening the water-
course. Increasingly the emphasis has shifted first 
to measures within the flood plain to delay the 
flow through storage. This is a shift in the approach 
to flood risk management from modifying the 
natural environment to meet human uses of the 
flood plain to modifying the way in which we use 
the environment across the catchment as a whole. 
A consequence is that interventions to reduce the 
exposure at any one point must take place up-
stream of that point and hence flood risk manage-
ment becomes increasingly a catchment-scale 
problem and a land and water governance problem. 
One solution is the creation of inter-local partner-
ship arrangements; partnership has been seen as  
a possibility to both increase the value of budgets 
available and to increase the efficiency in using cur-
rent public funds and resources. However, the key 
problem is the upstream-downstream conflicts as a 
main barrier and challenges in the development of 
partnership approaches in flood risk management, 
especially the lack of win-win negotiations.  
The upstream municipalities gain no or less benefit 
from the planned and implemented flood allevia-
tion schemes. On the other hand, downstream 
municipalities are more willing to implement local 
flood alleviation schemes instead to compensate the 
upstream municipalities. Therefore, in this article 
we present the motivation and drivers in the 
creation of inter-local co-operations in flood risk 
management, focusing especially on the main 
barriers and challenges. The objectives are to 
identify and examine the roles of local authorities 
and stakeholders and the advantages and disadvan-
tages in existing inter-local co-operations in flood 
risk management in Austria.

RESEARCH METHOD
To investigate the motivation and drivers in the 
creation of partnership approaches in flood risk 
management, we conducted a semi-structure 
qualitative approach in three selected inter-local 
flood risk management co-operations in Austria. 
We conducted a series of semi-structure in-depth 
interviews. The interviews were guided by a mix  
of closed and open questions and were conducted 
face-to-face at the workplace of the interviewees 
taking between 50 to 80 minutes each. Towards the 
end of the interview, interviewees were encouraged 
to reflect on the dialogue and contribute additional 
information that they deemed to be relevant. The 
open-ended questions encourage of the provision 
of further information to explain the policy deci-
sion-making practices. The interview guideline 
document was also kept very flexible to be adapted 
to the interview partner and to the uniqueness of 
the study site. Nevertheless, the interview guidance 
follows the following headings:
 – preconditions of partnership approach,
 – development stage of partnership approach,
 – role of different actors, interaction between  

 different actors, and
 – legal status of partnership.

In sum, a range of key stakeholders (interviewed 
n=25) - including regional authorities (n=6), 
national agencies and ministries (n=3), local 
authorities (n=10), private sector (n=2) and aca-
demic research institutes (n=4) - were questioned 
to explore the implementation of upstream-down- 
stream co-operations in Austria.

RESULTS
The empirical results show various mechanisms 
and actions encouraging a change of socio-econom-
ic relationships in flood risk management. The 
Austrian system provides formalised rules to 
develop and to organise inter-local co-operations. 
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Analysing the interview results, we identified six 
general drivers (effects of crises, influence of 
adequate leadership, economic rationale, fair 
risk-sharing, external incentives, regional embed-
dedness and common political vision and strategy), 
which encourage the use of inter-local co-operation 
to implement of flood storages in the upstream 
communities to protect downstream communities 
(see table 1). In overall, inter-local co-operation is 
normally built up after a major flood event or 
recent numbers of various flood events, such as in 
the Aist catchment after the Danube flood event in 
2002. In general, inter-local co-operations were 
developed as direct reactions to recent flood events. 
However, the interviews showed that other factors 
and developments (before the flood event) also 
played important roles. Nevertheless, in many cases 
the major flood event was an ‚eye-opener‘ for 
many local policy makers. On the other hand, an 
important aspect is to reduce the negative aspects 
of an inter-local co-operation, e.g. regarding finan-
cial burdens. The challenge in the negotiation 
process is to define a fair financial contribution 
between the different members. Lastly, an impor-
tant issue was the formalized rules for developing 
and organizing inter-local co-operations; as a 
guidance handbook for the different stakeholders.

CONCLUSION
Since the 1990s, Austria has introduced a paradigm 
shift in flood risk management policy. The aim was 
to implement an integrated flood risk management 
approach, which recognizes a broader view of the 
management of a catchment as an integrated 
system. The main purpose of inter-local co-opera-
tions is to transfer the flood from high-value, 
high-vulnerability land use such as urban areas to 
lower-value land such as low-intensity agriculture 
areas. Behind this simple transfer lies potential 
sources of social tension and resistance to the 
acceptability of the project as the risk is transferred 
from one location to another (spatial misfit). 
However, one critical element to develop partner-
ship approaches for flood risk management is 
therefore to identify the lack of local interests - 
which may be induced by differences in stakehold-
er groups (farmers versus urban areas), by geo-
graphic disconnection (upstream versus 
downstream), by a lack of risk culture/solidarity,  
or by low risk perception - and to clarify the nature 
of potential conflicts.

Table 1: Drivers in the development of network governance arrangements in flood risk managementTable 1: Drivers in the development of network governance arrangements in flood risk management 

Precondition Description Origin 

Effect of crises • Flood event 
• Security approach 

 
• Pressure 
• EU Floods Directive 

• Internal 
• Internal 

 
• Internal 
• External 

The influence of adequate 
leadership 

• Promoter 
 

• Political support 
 

• Social capital 
• Cultural capital 

• Internal 
 

• External 
 

• Internal 
• Internal 

Economic rational  • Positive net present value 
• Public contribution 

 
• Pooling monetary resources 

 
• Funding 

• Internal 
• External 

 
• Internal/external 

 
• External 

Fair risk-sharing • Distributional effects 
• Internal 

External incentives • Knowledge and technical expertise 
• Legal framework 

• External 
 

• External 

Regional embeddeness • Common historical developments and networks 
• Commuting 

• Internal 
 

• Internal 

Common political vision 
and strategy 

• Long term strategy 
• Solid management plan 

• External/internal 
• External/internal 

 

KEYWORDS
partnership arrangements; flood risk management; catchment management plan; governance; 
risk prevention

1 University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences, Vienna, AUSTRIA, thomas.thaler@boku.ac.at


