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Population  

(Metropolitan Region)
580,000 (Demographia, 2016)

Area (Metropolitan  

Region)
4,957 km2 (Cardoso, 2011)

Income per capita US$11,960 (World Bank, 2017)

Climate zone Cfa – Temperate, without dry  

season, hot summer

(Peel et al., 2007)
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In 2011, the city of Santa Fe won the United Nations Sasakawa

Award for Disaster Reduction for the progress made in effective risk

communication to the public (Gobierno de la Ciudad de Santa Fe,

2011). It was the first city in Argentina to join the global campaign

“Making Cities Resilient. My City Is Getting Ready.”

The municipal government of Santa Fe has achieved this award by

overcoming hard experiences of catastrophic flooding, particularly

those that occurred in 2003 and 2007.

The city is located between the Salado River to the west, Setubal

lagoon to the east, and the Santa Fe River (an arm of the Paraná

River) and islands to the south and is bordered to the north by the

municipalities of Recreo and Monte Vera. The city has been

exposed to catastrophic flooding originating in both of the rivers

that surround it and extreme precipitation.

In late April 2003, the Salado River overflowed, causing loss of life,  

a large number of evacuees, and very significant material damage:

• A third of the urban area was under water.
• More than 130,000 people, 35% of a total of nearly 370,000

inhabitants in 2001 according to the National Population

Census (Gobierno de la Ciudad de Santa Fe, 2015) and 27,928

households were affected.

• There were 23 deaths officially recognized, and 129 deaths from

indirect causes reported by human rights organizations.

• The economic losses were estimated to be US$1,025 million,

equivalent to 12% of Santa Fe’s Provincial5 2002 gross domestic

product (GDP; CEPAL, 2003). These losses comprised direct

damages of 35% and indirect of 65%. Private property and

production sustained 91% of the losses; the public sector, 9%.

By sector, losses were: 38% industry and commerce, 35%

agriculture, 16% transportation, 8% housing, and 3% others.

From the total impacted population, nearly 20% had no self-

capability to respond, recover, or rebuild.
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The floodwater entered the city from the northwest, in a 300-meter

opening in an unfinished embankment defense. Water accumula-

tion was reinforced by the inadequate aperture of the bridge (part of

the Santa Fe–Rosario highway) located over the Salado River,

.

which acted to retain the rising water and cause a backwater effect

upstream. Within the city, the flood went south, covering the low-

lands, and was retained because of the lack of finished levees and

the inadequate or outright nonfunctional pumping stations.

The lack of reaction from authorities and protracted discussions with

the contractor who built the highway over the embankment delayed

the opening of channels to expel water, allowing it to reach the city

at two times the level of the river. Once flooding receded, response

organizations were lacking, and many problems in reconstruction

generated a widespread social crisis and distrust in state institutions

Case Study 3.2 Figure 1 Social risk construction and the flood of 2003 in  

Santa Fe city. Geography Bachelor’s Thesis, University of Buenos Aires.

Source: Viand, 2009 “Before the Disaster”
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Four years later, in March 2007, the city was flooded again. This

time, the water came from prolonged convective rains over the city

in unusual quantities, an extraordinary but predictable phenome-

non. Runoff from these waters was hampered by the annual floods

of the Paraná and Salado rivers. As a result of the flood, a million

agricultural hectares of land were flooded. Many communities were

disadvantaged, including the city of Santa Fe, which had 30,000

evacuees, and much of the urban infrastructure was affected.



According to the Argentine Red Cross (ARC) the regionsustained

”electricity cuts (mostly preventative), damage to infrastructure

making some areas inaccessible, suspension of school activity in

some towns for weeks, and a significant loss of soybean and

alfalfa crops. … At the early stages of the emergency, local dis-

content with the assistance being provided by local authorities

grew, and local protests took place to demand improved assis-

tance. Some warehouses and trucks containing humanitarian aid

were looted by protesters. This created an atmosphere of

insecurity and the police and naval authorities increased patrols

and controls during the initial days of the emergency. At the

beginning of the emergency, local supplies were less available

and an increase in prices of basic food stuffs was registered”

(DREF, 2008).

At the time of the second flooding, some defenses had been built,

and the key plans to reduce the city’s risk included (1) a system of

clean drains, (2) reservoirs in good repair and of adequate depth to

withstand heavy rains, and (3) a well-maintained pumping system to

ensure operation. However, these planned actions were not realized.

Technical reports prepared after the flood show that both reservoirs

.

This second great flood had a direct impact on the election for city

mayor that year. The new city management for the 2007– 2011

period put flood prevention on the political agenda as one of the

central issues in the development plan of the city. Using the

concept of disaster risk management (DRM), a communica- tion

program for the public was implemented, and this motivated the

UN award. This Risk Communication Program has included

workshops, conversations, and courses with more than sixty com-

munity organizations and forty-five neighborhood commissions;

capacity-building for teachers; and training courses for journalists

and social communicators. With the involvement of the Santa Fe

Red Cross, some school plans for emergencies were made, and

more than 5,000 people were invited to visit and inspect the city’s

drainage system. Finally, the Culture Department created “Agua

Cuentos”(“Water-tales”), performed for 3,000 students in twenty

locations over the course of three years.
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and sewage systems were not maintained and were insufficient and

that 60% of the pumping stations (27 of a total of 45) were not oper-

ational at the beginning of the crisis. Nor had a warning system and a

contingency plan been developed as promised after the flood of 2003.
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