100s Missing in Europe Floods Are Safe, Even as Death Toll Rises
by Melissa Eddy and Megan Specia
July 19, 2021: Berlin (abridged) – European authorities have revised down the number of people missing, as waters receded after devastating flooding in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland last week – even as the death toll continues to rise.
More than 700 people who were considered missing – after the heavy floods ripped buildings from their foundations, overturned cars, and inundated homes and streets – have been identified as safe after days of uncertainty, the police in Cologne, Germany, said late on Sunday.
But at least 150 people remain missing in that area alone.  The total still unaccounted for, across the broader region hit by the catastrophic flooding, is unclear.  During the height of the inundation, some 1,300 people were considered missing in just one German district, Ahrweiler (south of Bonn and Köln, east of Luxembourg, and west of Frankfurt, Mannheim and Karlsruhe).  
Hours earlier, the death toll from days of flooding climbed to at least 196 across the region.  In Belgium, 31 people have now been confirmed dead, according to the authorities, with 127 more missing, as of Monday morning.  In Germany, at least 164 people have been confirmed dead.
The German police said on Monday that 117 people had died in Ahrweiler, a district in the north of Rhineland-Palatinate State, while 749 others had been injured.  Rescue teams there are still combing the communities along the Ahr Valley, trying to establish how many are missing, officials said.
...
Elsewhere, at least 47 people died in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia and one other died on Sunday in Bavaria, the authorities said. 
As the floodwaters have retreated, the region has begun taking stock of the damage and asking questions about how the brutal storm, which was accurately predicted by forecasters earlier in the week, could have led to such a significant loss of life.
...
“The larger problem is that people don’t take it seriously enough,” when they receive a flood warning or are told to evacuate, Mr. Reul said.  “Or they don’t want to be told what to do, or they say, ‘I am staying here anyway.’”
Flooding experts noted last week that there had most likely been a disconnect between the forecasts of the disaster and the localized alert systems that communicate the level of risk to residents.
...
The extent of the flooding was astounding, meteorologists and German officials have said, and many have pointed to the impact of climate change on the severity of weather events as a major factor.
Studies have found that severe storms happen more frequently as a result of climate change, because a warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture and generate more, and more powerful, rainfalls.
...
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