
inflicted devastating damage to peoples’ lives
and infrastructure. I saw this with my own eyes
during my visit to some of the hardest hit areas.
Over three million were affected, about one
hundred people lost their lives, and more than
50,000 people were forced out of their homes.
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the floods triggered
landslide danger and, subsequently, the terrible
risk that mines and unexploded ordinance from
the Balkan wars would move beyond their
marked locations. In Serbia, the electricity supply
of the whole country was at risk. In both
countries, large areas of fertile land were
flooded and planted crops destroyed. The risk
of diseases escalated, especially given the initial
difficulty to clear the decaying bodies of
drowned domestic animals.

Days after the start of the emergency, I visited
Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia
(which was also affected but suffered less
damage and even offered a helping hand to its
struggling neighbours). I met women and men
who had lost relatives, homes and livelihoods
in the floods. Even more tragic was the fact that
many of the worst-affected people were in this
situation for the second time, having been
refugees of the Balkan wars in the nineties.  My
message to them was: “You are not alone”.

Not alone
And we did not leave them alone. On the
morning of 15 May, the early warning systems
flashed a red alert in the Emergency Response
Co-ordination Centre (ERCC) in Brussels. That
same day, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia
requested international assistance through the
EU Civil Protection Mechanism. The ERCC – the
Mechanism’s operational heart – immediately
shared incoming information with the
participating states and established a direct
dialogue on the evolving needs with the
authorities in the affected countries. Within less
than 48 hours, fourteen European rescue
teams were on the ground in what became the

T he frequency and intensity of disasters is on the increase globally.
No country can any longer feel entirely safe or ready to act alone.
The recent devastating floods in Serbia and Bosnia and

Herzegovina are an evident example. Yet thanks to one of the largest
operations of European solidarity and joint action in the face of the disaster,
the victims of the Balkans floods received rapid European assistance.   

Disasters have been striking more often and with a greater impact in
recent years. We have witnessed a number of mega-crises, including
the Great East Japan Earthquake and the tsunami of 2011, record
droughts in Africa, Haiyan, the strongest typhoon on record that hit the
Philippines in late 2013 and the floods in Central Europe in 2013 which
turned out to be the year’s costliest global-scale disaster. A number of
trends contribute to this dramatic rise: climate change, population growth,
urbanisation, industrial development and conflict. 

Europe is not shielded from this increased fragility. If we look at the
incidence of disasters compared to Europe's area, the fact is that Europe
is one of the most disaster-prone regions in the world. 

These trends point to one conclusion: we need to adapt to be able to
respond better to the growing risks that face us. Experience has shown
that co-operation gives a great boost to disaster management. In both
prevention and response, it pays off to work together, as we saw during
the recent Balkan floods that triggered one of the largest civil protection
operations ever launched at the European level. 

The Balkan floods: part of the trend 
In May this year, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina were hit by the worst
floods in the region for more than one hundred years. The deluge of rain
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Support for the Balkans
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As a first measure of financial aid, the European Commission released
€3m for humanitarian assistance: shelter, clean water, decent sanitary
conditions and livelihood support for the most affected families. In
addition, a total of €72m was identified within the European Union’s
Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) for recovery actions in the
two countries. Further European support will be on its way: on 16 July,
the European Commission organised, together with France and Slovenia,
a large-scale donor conference in Brussels. This event will help identify
further financial aid for Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia to cope with
the consequences of the devastating floods.

It will take time for the Balkan countries to recover from the floods, but I
am convinced that something good has already come out of the pain and
heartache suffered by the people in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina:
the sense of camaraderie of Europeans who came together to help
Europeans. We need this spirit for the future – a future that will bring more
frequent and extreme disasters. 

The lesson: co-operation adds value 
The joint response to the emergency in the Balkans has shown the
effectiveness of EU collaboration in disaster response. It demonstrated the
value of the ERCC, a new asset which is already proving its worth by co-
ordinating effective emergency operations. It also showed the impressive
solidarity of EU member states which worked together to save lives and
prevent even greater damage. This solidarity has a practical value but also
a symbolic one: it builds lasting bonds of shared effort and success.

The EU is working continuously to improve its joint disaster response
capacity, and the ERCC will increasingly invest in preparedness and
effective response plans. A voluntary pool of civil protection assets by
countries participating in the EU Civil Protection Mechanism will be
established to ensure better even swifter and targeted assistance.

We cannot stop disasters from happening, but we can be better prepared
to face their impact. Preparedness is among the key priorities of my
mandate, and the European Commission has invested greatly in activities
to make both people and rescue teams more aware and ready to react
to emergencies. 

The strong sense of solidarity that was shown by EU member states in
the immediate aftermath of the disaster that struck the Balkans was a
shining example of our core value of solidarity. We live in a world of more
frequent and devastating disasters, and only by facing them together will
we be stronger. Thankfully, the European Union now has the tools at its
disposal which can and will translate our solidarity into life-saving action
on the ground.

largest civil protection operation in Europe in
recent history. The international rescuers,
coming from as close as Bulgaria and as far as
the United Kingdom, were engaged in rescuing
people with boats and helicopters and in
organising high capacity water pumping. They
also distributed food and non-food items, as
well as financial support.

The disasters in the Balkans took place almost a
year to the day after the inauguration of the ERCC,
a new facility which, in its short existence, has
already become a cornerstone of the European
Commission’s crisis management structure. 

The ERCC’s role is threefold: to support member
states in the provision of in-kind assistance 
to disaster-stricken countries via the EU Civil
Protection Mechanism; to facilitate a co-ordinated
EU response to crises; and to offer a co-ordination
platform for the specialised crisis management
functions of the European Commission.

In the case of the floods in the Balkans, all three
roles were required. 23 countries provided
support, deploying vital assets such as high
capacity pumps, water purification units and
boats for evacuation operations. Some eight
hundred relief workers were deployed on the
ground in the two countries, which made it
possible to rescue more than 1,700 people in
Bosnia and Herzegovina alone. In Serbia,
operations focused mainly on high capacity
pumping and rescue operations. Water pumping
played a vital role in maintaining the country’s
electricity supply, for example by keeping
operational the Nikola Tesla power plant.

The transportation costs of this aid were co-
financed by the European Commission, which
also had its own experts on the ground: 26 civil
protection experts were co-ordinating the
incoming European assistance. In addition, the
European Commission provided more than 80
satellite maps of the flooded areas to the
Serbian and Bosnian authorities, helping to
assess the flooding’s evolution, the extent of the
damage and the needs on the ground.

Financial aid
EU solidarity did not end with the co-ordination
of the immediate response; the needs were
more substantial and long term than that. Some
people had lost most of their possessions, as
well as their livelihoods.
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