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Abstract

Between 1875 and 1914, the total length of navigable waterways in the German Reich doubled. Rapid
industrialization and an explosion in economic growth, particularly after unification in 1871, led to an
increased need for rapid, reliable, and cheap transportation. In the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, it was generally assumed that the expansion of the railway network would cause inland water
transport to decline. This assumption proved incorrect. On the contrary, improvements in waterway
transport, such as the use of electric and steam towing instead of horse traction for haulage, the
replacement of many small locks in favor of a few large ones, the better outfitting of ports, and other
measures made water transport equal to – and at times even superior to – rail transport. Of course,
waterways and railroads worked together. For example, at the turn of the century, 28 of the 41 larger
ports on the Rhine were connected to railways.

After getting off to a slow start, Prussia, with its strong agrarian interests, went on to become especially
active in canal construction. In 1906, after several failed attempts, the Prussian Diet finally passed a bill
allowing for the construction of canals between the Rhine and the Dortmund-Ems Canal, between the
Dortmund-Ems Canal and the Weser River, and between Berlin and Stettin. It also provided for the
canalization of the Oder River between the Glatzer Neisse River and the city of Breslau. The Prussian
legislature simultaneously passed a resolution urging the Reich government to introduce bills for the
canalization of the Moselle, Lahn, and Saar Rivers in the western territory of the Reich, and for the
construction of the Masuric Canal in East Prussia. But Prussia was not alone in this flurry of construction:
at the same time, the Württemberg government ordered the construction of a canal from the Rhine via
the Neckar to the Danube (at Lauingen), so that goods could be transported from the Near East and the
Black Sea to the North Sea at minimal cost.

While the expansion of inland waterways proved economically beneficial, particularly to the rural
members of Germany’s rapidly growing populace, its negative effects on the environment did not go
unnoticed. The regulation of rivers, the clearing of their banks, and other measures taken to make
waterways more efficient deprived surrounding lands of their natural protection against flooding.
Moreover, increasing steamship traffic on major rivers, especially the Rhine, caused concerns about air
pollution. The negative results of the expansion of inland waterways were debated in the Prussian Diet as
early as 1881.
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