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Fragile environment that
needs to be respected
The northern tip of the island and the surrounding water 
have the status of Hunting and Wildlife Reserve ( ). 
Created in 1983 and run by the French National Hunting 
and Wildlife Agency (ONCFS), this reserve mainly focuses 
on the conservation of waterfowl. Hunting is therefore 
prohibited here.

Created on 6 September 1991 by ministerial 
decree, the Rhinau Island National Nature 
Reserve ( ) covers two thirds of the island. It 
is run by the association for the conservation of 

Alsatian sites (CSA).

The north party of the Island have the status of Protection 
Forest and the whole island is Natura 2000 indicated.

National nature reserves (approx. 160 in France), together 
with national parks, are the toughest legal measures for the 
protection of flora and fauna in France. The reserves all have
the same aim: to preserve and understand our natural heritage. 1925 to 1980:

The Rhine canals
The canals, locks and hydro-
electric power stations were 
built to improve navigation 
whilst producing electri-
city. As a result, the natural 

environment was separated from the river’s floods and was not able 
to take advantage of rises in the water table. Only remnants of the 
Rhineland forest remained... 

Tomorrow: What does the future have
in store for the Rhine?
The restoration work undertaken has contributed to the 
development of quality fauna and flora. They have also enabled the 
effects of floods downstream in the Rhine canal to be limited and 
promoted the purification of water by the forests. This provides the 
water table with better protection.

Fauna and flora
With 500 species of plants, dozens of different types of 
mushrooms, countless mosses and impressive creepers 
(clematis, ivy, etc.), the Rhine forest certainly deserves the 
title “European jungle”. The Rhinau island and its neighbouring 

reserve Taubergiessen in Germany are famed 
for their focus on the protection 
of the birds that migrate there 
for winter. On average, 5,300 

waterfowl spend January on the 
waterways around the island. Around 140 

species of birds, 39 species of dragonflies, more 
than 85 species of wild bees and wasps, 
26 species of fish, several amphibians, 
butterflies and molluscs, as well as wild 
boar, roe deer, foxes, badgers, bats, etc. 
prove that the diversity of life is out in full 
force on the island. This is explained by the 
fact that the area is a real patchwork of 
different environments, often closely 
linked to the water.
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A miniature
Rhineland jungle
Situated between the old Rhine and the Grand Canal of 
Alsace, 10km long, 400m wide at most and covering 375 
hectares, Rhinau island extends over land belonging to the 
communes of Schoenau, Sundhouse and Rhinau.
Flooded each season when the Rhine bursts its banks, 
Rhinau island offers an extraordinarily diverse and well-
preserved natural environment that is to some extent 
regenerated by the tidal nature of the river. 
This makes it a truly remarkable alluvial forest with 
interconnecting woodland, herbaceous and aquatic eco-
systems, often of limited surface area and highly diversified. 
Rhinau island invites you to come and roam through its 
wilderness and discover the flora and fauna, but asks you 
to be aware that this is a fragile environment. Please follow 
the safety instructions and respect this protected area.

Boatman from the 
Rhinau-Rhine-Ried 

association

Construction of the Power Station in 1962.

Punt trips
In the past, punts were the traditional boats 
used to transport wood, hay and even cattle 
as well as being used for fishing.  
The “captain” might just recount one of many 
stories about a miraculous fishing trip...
In any case, it is without a doubt the best 
way to discover nature’s abundance along 
the countless waterways which 
criss-cross through the forest.

Large copper 
butterfly

Eurasian coot

Common teal

Clematis

• Natura 2000 is a European network for 
the conservation of rare and vulnerable 
habitats and species. The land along the 
Rhine is indicated as a Natura 2000 site.

 www.natura2000.fr

•The Rhine has been designated as a RAMSAR 
site (wetland of international importance).

 www.ramsar.org

High water and floods
High water generally occurs during the summer months and is linked 
to the snow melting in the Alps (May to July): known as the “cherry 
Rhine” (Kirschenrhein). However, periods of high water can occur at 
any time of the year. 
Floods encourage rapid growth in the alluvial Rhineland forest, by 
providing water and food (sediment) in the middle of the growing 
season, at the beginning of the summer. Furthermore, these floods, 
filtered by the forest, recharge the water table. This flood plain 
contributes to the protection of villages downstream, “storing” and 
slowing down large volumes of water.  

The average flow rate of the Rhine is 
around 1,000 m3/sec. During significant 
high water, it can exceed 5,000 m3/sec.

A very young island...
Pre-1800: The Wild Rhine
The river, with its multiple branches and islands that shifted with 
the tides, was between 3 and 9 km wide. The natural Rhineland 
environment abounded in animal and plant life – and it was also a 
malaria zone!

1817 to 1870: The Rhine’s path is 
straightened
To protect the villages from seasonal flooding and an increase in 
mosquitoes, as well as facilitate navigation, win back fertile land and 
determine the Franco-German border, the river was contained in a 
single channel, straighter and lined with banks. However, this work 
led the river and the water table to lower; as a consequence the 
Rhine forests began to dry out.

          Take care
 at the water’s edge!

Overflows into the Old Rhine, with a rapid increase in the water level 
and current, take place several times every year, following high water 
or during the use of hydro-electric installations. The dangers along the 
Rhine and its canals are indicated by signs. 
Be warned, during periods of high water the river crossings along the 
Old Rhine can become submerged, thus rendering them unusable. 
Flashing signs will indicate these dangers to you. 
Access to the island may be prohibited when the barrier is closed.
This happens during periods of significant high water for safety 
reasons, and to ensure that the animals remain undisturbed during 
this period of stress.

Please respect the signs.

Whether or not you are in the reserve, please

respect the cleanliness and peace and quiet

of this area and consult the current regulations 

displayed on the signs at the entrance to the site. 
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On the north side of the island, protection 
of the environment and wood production are 

the two main aims of the ONF management. 
Indigenous species have been planted, except in 

the lower areas which are regularly flooded. 

This is the Rhine as it was straightened in the 19th century, 
to protect the local population from high water and 

facilitate navigation. Since the canals were built it 
only receives a minimum permanent flow. This 

large, slow surface of water is a very 
important migration site for many 
waterfowl. However, during high 
water periods, the current speeds 
up and the river swells – sometimes 

to such an extent that the island is 
completely submerged.

Ponds
Among reeds and yellow irises, pools 
offer the perfect reproduction environment for 
insects, molluscs and batracians, including some 
endangered species. Several mammals and birds 
also feed here.

Association for the Conservation
of Alsatian Sites (CSA) - Bas-Rhin branch
Information concerning the nature reserve
• 1 rue des Écoles 67850 Offendorf  •  Tel: +33 (0)3 89 83 34 10
• www.conservatoire-sites-alsaciens.eu  •  contact@conservatoire-sites-alsaciens.eu

Regional Directorate for Environment, Installation
and Housing (DREAL)
Information concerning the events organised by the Ministry
for Ecology, Energy, Sustainable Development and Sea
• 2 route d’Oberhausbergen BP 81005 67070 Strasbourg Cedex
• Tel: +33 (0)3 88 13 05 00  •  http://www.alsace.developpement-durable.gouv.fr

Électricité de France (EDF)
Discover a unique space in France, dedicated
to today and tomorrow’s energies:
La Maison des Energies (The Energy Centre)
in Fessenheim (next to the hydro-electric power station).
Free entry.For more information:
• Tel: +33 (0)3 89 83 51 23  •  maisondesenergies@edf.fr

National Hunting and Wildlife Agency (ONCFS)
Information concerning the Rhine hunting
and wildlife reserve
• Au bord du Rhin 67150 Gerstheim
• Tel: +33 (0)3 88 98 49 49  •  www.oncfs.gouv.fr   •  resrhin@oncfs.gouv.fr

National Forests Office (ONF) - Division of Sélestat
Information concerning the management
of the common forest
• 3 rue de la Poste 67600 Sélestat
• Tel: +33 (0)3 90 56 20 33   •  www.onf.fr/alsace  •  ut.selestat-als@onf.fr

Tourist Office of the Rhine Association
of Local Authorities
Tourist information on the Grand Ried.
Reservations for boat trips with the punters and
guided tours of the reserve with the park ranger
• 35 rue du Rhin 67860 Rhinau 
• Tel: +33 (0)3 88 74 68 96  •  www.grandried.fr  •  rhinau@tourisme-alsace.info

Locks and 
navigation
The Rhinau’s two locks have 
chambers that are 185 m 
long and 23 and 12 m wide. 
Run by EDF (French electricity 
company), they guarantee 24 
hour free navigation all year 
long. Between 80 and 110 boats 
pass through them every day, 
transporting goods or tourists.

Sills
The Old Rhine has 
three very low 
barrages which create 
permanent reservoirs 
of water. By thus 
preserving the water table 
supply, they assist local 
agriculture. These sills are 
equipped with fish ladders. 

Hydro-electric 
power station
Rhinau (1963) is one of the Rhine’s 10 
power stations. An exhibition footbridge 
located on the left side of the power station 
enables visitors to observe the machine 
room, its Art Deco fresco  and read several 
information boards. Access is free every 
day from 8am-7pm.

The bank separates the navigation canal from the island.
It overhangs the natural reserve by a number of metres,

which gives it an unbeatable view at tree height.

The alluvial forest is linked to the dynamics of the river.
It is characterised by the impressive size of the many trees 
and shrubs, the presence of large lianas and the complex 
structure of its vegetation. This is what gives it the 
appearance of a real jungle.

Fords
During restoration 
work in 2004, lower 
areas were developed in the 
banks of the Old Rhine. They 
ensure that water enters 
the island in three different 
places during high water 
periods. 

This remarkably diverse branch of the Rhine takes its name from the rough horsetail. 
Several gravel banks, areas with a rapid current and others that are calmer facilitate 
the development of various species of fish. 

Open areas
The open environments may be dry prairies, 
along the paths. They are also small, shallow wetlands, 
with a water table supply that shelter reed beds and 
sedges which delight several species.

Dam
With its 7 passes, each 20 m 
long, it both diverts the water 
towards the power station and the 
locks and regulates the river’s flow 
in the event of high water. It also 
serves as a cross-border passage for 
cyclists and pedestrians. This looped 
installation on the course of the river 
created the Rhinau island.

Rhinau is located 35 km 
to the south of Strasbourg 
and 45 km to the north of 
Colmar. It is accessed from 
the north-west by the A4 
motorway (from Paris) or 
from the south by the A35 
motorway. Then take the 
RD1083 to Benfeld and 
follow the signs to the Bac 
de Rhinau.

Rhinau island can be 
accessed from the hydro-
electric power station, level 
with Diebolsheim, 6km to the 
south of Rhinau.

From Germany, it is 
accessed from Weisweil on 
foot or by bike only.
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