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Conflicts in flood risk management 
 

Source: Otto et al. (2016) Journal of 
Flood Risk Journal Management; 
online first, p. 5 
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Experts 
(scientists, authorities ...) 
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(everyone else) 
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(everyone else) 

 

Sharp institutional distinctions between:  
• knowledge and ignorance 
• right and wrong conduct 
• the science of risk assessment and the 

politics of risk management 
 

Risk management  

Risk governance 

Institutional distinctions becomes blurred 
⇒ New forms of vertical and horizontal 

cooperation 
⇒ Demands and expectations of a plurality of 

actors  
⇒ Challenge for responsible authorities and 

organisations 
 



• Organisations need to be “more open and responsive to 
external voices than previously science-based risk 
management thinking” (Power 2007, 96) 
 

• Organisations are increasingly engaged with managing 
second order reputational risks, understood here as the 
risk of being held to account and blamed in the wider 
institutional setting (Rothstein et al. 2006).  
 

• Shift the focus away from first order risks since 
organisations may increasingly be preoccupied with 
managing second order reputational risks (Rothstein et 
al. 2006) 
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Second order reputational risks 
 

Source: 
 
Power (2007) Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy 25, 
90-97. 
Rothstein et al. (2006) Economy and Society 35, 91-112. 
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and politicians 
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Source: Sächsische Zeitung, 15.06.2013, S 3 
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Newspaper archive 
 Newspaper collected between June 1st and July 2nd 2013 
 Sächsische Zeitung and Leipziger Volkszeitung 
 Additional: Online articles and selected nationwide newspaper articles  
 Archive of 360 articles 

Interviews 
 12 interviews between January and May 2014 (3 representative of citizens 

initiatives, 3 representatives of NGOs, 2 responsible administration, 3 
representatives of municipalities, 1 politician) 

 
Survey:  
 Household survey among affected households in Saxony 
 990 questionnaires ; return rate 21,7 % 
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Newspaper analysis 
 

One day after first inundations, the former 
Environmental Minister of Saxony 

“He has pointed out again and again that flood 
protection is a task for several generations and not 
everything can be done at the same time. In such 
moments [as the flood event] he is particularly 
annoyed about the citizens’ initiatives that bring 
flood protection projects to court or hamper 
progress through other forms of opposition”  

(Sächsische Zeitung, 03.06.2013, p.2).  

⇒ Leading politicians and authorities 
blamed citizens for slowing down 
the management process  

⇒ Deflecting from own role and 
responsibilities? 

 

Accusation and blame:  
Participatory processes as a public scape-goat 
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Newspaper analysis 
 

One day after first flood damages former 
Environmental Minister of Saony 

“He [the then Environmental Minister] has pointed 
out again and again that flood protection is a task for 
several generations and not everything can be done 
at the same time. In such moments [as the flood 
event] he is particularly annoyed about the citizens’ 
initiatives that bring flood protection projects to 
court or hamper progress through other forms of 
opposition”  

(Sächsische Zeitung, 03.06.2013, p.2).  

Minister for the state of Saxony 

“The Free State of Saxony will no longer accept that 
single citizens can prevent construction measures 
due to their individual interests. The protection of 
the general public must be rated higher than the 
interest of a single person […]. Flood protection must 
have priority”  

(Sächsische Zeitung, 06.06.2013, p.1).  

⇒ Leading politicians and authorities 
blamed citizens for slowing down 
the management process  

⇒ Deflecting from own role and 
responsibilities? 

⇒ Individual interested ranked higher 
then common interest 
 

 

Accusation and blame:  
Participatory processes as a public scape-goat 
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Newspaper analysis 
 

One day after first flood damages former 
Environmental Minister of Saony 

“He [the then Environmental Minister] has pointed 
out again and again that flood protection is a task for 
several generations and not everything can be done 
at the same time. In such moments [as the flood 
event] he is particularly annoyed about the citizens’ 
initiatives that bring flood protection projects to 
court or hamper progress through other forms of 
opposition”  

(Sächsische Zeitung, 03.06.2013, p.2).  

Minister for the state of Saxony was quoted 

“The Free State of Saxony will no longer accept that 
single citizens can prevent construction measures 
due to their individual interests. The protection of 
the general public must be rated higher than the 
interest of a single person […]. Flood protection must 
have priority”  

(Sächsische Zeitung, 06.06.2013, p.1).  

Leading flood management official from the 
Ministry for the Environment  

“Without all this [protests and lawsuits] the dike 
would have been completed and would have 
prevented the flood”  

(Sächsische Zeitung, 08.06.2013, p.3).  

⇒ Leading politicians and authorities 
blamed citizens for slowing down 
the management process  

⇒ Deflecting from own role and 
responsibilities? 

⇒ Individual interested ranked higher 
then common interest 

⇒ Extent of the 2013 flood causally 
linked participatory processes 

Accusation and blame:  
Participatory processes as a public scape-goat 
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  Topic Total 

Reflection/ 
Discussion 

Solidarity with affected residents and communities 38 
Flood management measures/strategy 27 
Participatory processes and their relation to the 2013 
flood 

26 

More fundamental consequences of the flood (e.g. 
relocation) 

9 

Comparison with the 2002 flood 4 
Underlying reasons (e.g. climate) 4 
Other articles (personal/local stories) 34 
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Newspaper analysis 
 

Relativisation 
Who is actually responsible? 

Two weeks after first inundations 

“They are labelled as “flood sinners”: Affected 
persons who reject flood protection walls and who 
propose alternatives. But none of them actually 
caused the inundations”  

Leading representative of the responsible 
administration LTV 

Flood protection measures are “complex schemes” 
and there are always “multiple reasons” for delays  

“We should not point the finger at someone [i.e. 
community groups] and we did not start this debate” 

(Sächsische Zeitung, 15./16.06.2013, p.3). 

⇒ Background information are 
provided on the role of 
participatory processes 

⇒ Are citizens responsible for causing 
the inundation (one article) – no 
they are not! 
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Interview analysis 
 

View of citizens and NGOs 

Citizen who objected plans 

“After the flood we had for quite a while some very 
mean phone calls saying: ‘This mess is your fault’” 

 

“This means, if the State Reservoir Administration of 
Saxony [Landestalsperrenverwaltung] claims danger 
is at hand […] then no participation must take place 
and the environmental associations are kept out of 
the process, which also means we get no information 
about what is planned”  

⇒ Many faced strong public pressure 
and loss of personal reputation 
 

⇒ Generally feeling of exclusion from 
decision-making processes (lack of 
political will, restricted access to 
relevant information) 
 

⇒ Fundamental institutional barriers 
(Planfeststellungsverfahren, 
Plangenehmigungsverfahren, 
“levee decree” ) 
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Conflicts in flood risk management 
 

Source: Otto et al. (2016) Journal of 
Flood Risk Journal Management; 
online first, p. 5 
 

Very restricted access to decision-making 
processes in Saxony: 
 
1. Planfestellungsverfahren (public approval 

process for measures) 
2. Provision of information and public 

consultation by strategic environmental 
assessments  
 
 

More inclusive in other states: 
 
1. Water Framework Directive  
2. Flood partnerships 

 
 
 



Application at 
responsible  

autority 

Public information ,  
access to plans 

provided, 
feedback 

Consideration and 
evaluation of public 

consultation 

Legally binding decision 

Based on: www.wuppertal.de 

1. Plangenehmigungsverfahren 
2. Imminent danger - „levee decree“ 

 Consultation 
 Details of the measures and not the measure itself 
 No influence on more general decisions (e.g. plans) 

Participation in the context of Planfeststellungsverfahren (a public approval process) 
 
⇒ Takes place when measures are planned and implemented 
⇒ Aim: develop a legally binding plan 
⇒ Administrative process regulated by administrative law 
 

Acceleration of process 
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Interview analysis 
 

Coping with conflicts? 

“In this regard the interaction [with decision makers] 
was always constructive and I think it was useful, in 
the end, that we managed to get in contact with 
decision-makers on all levels, also with objectivity” 

⇒ Two ways of coping 
1. “Appeasement strategy” – strong 

rational framing of situation by 
putting substantive arguments at 
the forefront 
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Interview analysis 
 

Coping with conflicts? 

Representative of a citizen initiative 

“This was a horrible experience: The legal way does 
not lead to success […], our democratic rights do not 
count and the single citizen does not count either” 

 

Representative of a NGO 

“All this will end in a huge and dirty battle. We will 
not cast off”   

 

Representative of a administration 

“If I should accept the argument of a city planner or 
a preservationist, then he needs to take us seriously 
too and he needs to deal with the facts”  

⇒ Two ways of coping 
2. Radicalisation – grounded in loss 

of personal reputation, loss of 
trust in democratic institutions, 
exclusion from decision-making 
=> no common ground on 
substantial level 

 



Household survey 
 

Legitimacy of participatory processes in flood management? 

4,5% 4,6% 
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Relevance of public participation in flood management (N=949) 

10,2% 
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Yes No, but I would like
to

No, I have no
interest

Others

Took you part in a participatory process in flood management in the past (N=931)? 

2,41 

2,99 

3,03 

3,25 

3,42 

3,71 

3,95 

4,31 

1 2 3 4 5

Participating in decision-making processe is good; however I do
not have the time (N=776)

With my knowledge I can contribute to improve flood protection
(N=782)

I do not have the knowledge to participate in decision-making
processes (N=810)

Participation slows down the planning and implementation of
measures (N=760)

In participatory processes there is the risk that the interst of
individuals dominate the process (N=808)

There are experts who take care of flood protection (N=855)

If I am involved in a decision, I can rather accepts its outcome
(N=812)

We life in a democracy, everyone should have the right to
participate in decision-making processes (N=886)

Attitudes towards participation in flood management 



Summary and conclusion 
 
 

 Changing interrelation between authorities and public 
 

 Participation served as a scape goat during the flood (deflecting from 
organisational responsibilities?) 
 

 Those participating faced double vulnerability: Feeling excluded from decision-
making processes and at the same time being blamed for the extent of the 2013 
flood 
 

 Participatory processes still  highly valued among public despite critical debate in 
2013 
 
 
 

 



Thank you! 
 
  Grimma 06/2013, G. Dressler, UFZ 

christian.kuhlicke@ufz.de 
Thanks to Ines Callsen and Chloe Begg 
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