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Because of their turbulent history, Alsace and land of Bade, located in the same
geographical area (the Rhine Graben) but separated by the french — german border,
are confronted with the problem of the misunderstanding of the historic floods, for
many historical and political reasons.

Indeed, since the XIX™ century, Alsace changed 5 times its nationality, and the
devastation of the last world conflicts provoked irreparable damages, in particular
concerning the archives, German or French. It thus raises a real problem of access
to the geohistorical information about the floods, on one hand because of the
disappearance of sources, on the other hand for questions of language and writing,
especially for the archives of the French side of the Rhine Graben.

Hence the idea to set up a multidisciplinary French — German research program, to
establish compared floods chronologies over several centuries in the Rhine Graben,
both in France and in Germany, by associating historians, geographers,
anthropologists and specialists of the german language from the universities of
Mulhouse (France) and Freiburg in Breisgau (Germany). This program (called
“TRANSRISK” 2008 - 2010), financed by the « Agence Nationale de la Recherche »
and the « Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft , has multiple objectives :

- filling the gaps into the floods knowledge on both side of the Rhine. At first by
analyzing the information in German language of the French archives, then by
proceeding to a crossed and comparative analysis of the French and German
floods. Indeed, the Rhine Graben is framed by two massifs rather similar, the
Vosges and the Black Forest: their ridge lines are distant only from about 40km,
and their heights are the same (near 1400m). We can thus assume a real
convergence of the climatic episodes triggering floods, in particular during the
most important of them, which occur in winter during rough rise in temperature,
associating heavy rainfall and snowmelt. Thus, the chronology of the French
floods can be potentially used to fill the holes in terms of knowledge concerning
the German floods, and vice versa.

- optimizing the prevention and the information, thanks to classification,
reconstruction and mapping of extreme phenomena revealed by a crossed
analysis of the French and German information over a long period (1480-2010).

- understanding the role of rivers developments, concerning the efficiency of the
developments and the correction policies, which can appear through the
compared analysis of the floods chronologies in several scales : between France
and Germany, between various rivers, between various municipalities on the
same river.

- contributing to the implementation of flood risk observatories on a French —
German basis, allowing to cross the datas and the experiences, in preventive
management and crisis management, in information and education, in particular
in the direction of the school.




These works join the logic of the “European Directive 2007/60/EC on the assessment
and management of flood risks” come into effects in november 2009 and will allow
both regions, previously late, to take place in the forefront of innovation in knowledge
on flood risks, including for small streams, and in mapping, two objectives were fixed
for 2011 and 2013 by the European Directive.

The first results are already spectacular because they are not less than 600 floods in
Alsace and 400 in Land of Bade who were able to be counted during the last 5
centuries (Fig.1), bringing to light, on one hand, totally forgotten extreme
phenomena, and on the other hand significant breaks in compared floods
chronologies, giving evidence of the essential role of the anthropological
developments in the decrease or increase of flood risk... and in the production of
archives.
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Fig. 1 : chronology of the floods in the Rhine Graben between 1480 and 2010 for the
French rivers (in red) and the german rivers (in blue)

Indeed, the main problem is based on the fact that archives supply information on the
inundations, but not on the floods. To leave a track in archives a flood must have
been harmful, the chronology of the events is strongly based on the vulnerability to
the floods which is time-varying, both for questions of exposure of goods and persons
and for questions of perception.

To point out the interest of this compared analysis of floods, let’s take the example of
the flood of January 1910. On the left side of the Rhine Graben, "Alsace did not
know any more exceptional floods since 1910" asserted in 2000 the French
administration in charge of flood risk management. However, none of the Plans of
Flood Risk Prevention (PPRI) realized since 2000 took into account the events of
January, 1910, for the benefit of the floods of 1983 and 1990. How to interpret this
paradox? Is that an exageration, to impress the people, by transposing into the local
context the traumatism lived out by the Paris area ? In other words, did the flood of
La Seine in Paris in 1910 led to overvalue the events having occurred somewhere



else on the territory at the same moment ? Otherwise, it is necessary to wonder
about the reasons of the non-consideration of the floods of 1910 in flood risk maping.
What is also curious is that this flood, triggered by simultaneous heavy rainfall and

snow melt in the French and the German mountains, only caused damages on the
French side of the Rhine Graben (Fig.2).
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Fig. 2 : The floods of 1910 in the Rhine Graben and their damages

In this context, the reconstruction of the events of January, 1910 in Alsace and, more
widely, in the Rhine Graben, presents an evident geohistorical interest (1). Especially
because there is an ambiguity concerning the behavior of the Rhine and the rivers of



the german side of Rhine Graben it is necessary to specify which 1910 floods we are
talking about. Concerning "1910", first of all, it is necessary to date precisely the
flood, to evaluate it and to classify it in a long-term chronology, before discussing the
spatial variability of the flood and the rule of the human factors between French and
German side of the Rhine Graben (2). But only if it's possible to find significant
information in the archives. And this is the biggest problem of this research,
connected to the local historic context : because of difficulties of access to the
sources (due to war destructions, language changes, etc.), the events of 1910, or the
oldest ones, were ignored by the specialists, leading to a bad interpretation of the
1910 flood.
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